A Phenomenological Study on Liberal Arts Graduate Employability: The Relationship Between Baccalaureate Internships and Graduate Underemployment by Jackson, Ebonie N.
St. John Fisher College 
Fisher Digital Publications 
Education Doctoral Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. School of Education 
12-2020 
A Phenomenological Study on Liberal Arts Graduate 
Employability: The Relationship Between Baccalaureate 
Internships and Graduate Underemployment 
Ebonie N. Jackson 
eboniejack@gmail.com 
Follow this and additional works at: https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/education_etd 
 Part of the Education Commons 
How has open access to Fisher Digital Publications 
benefited you? 
Recommended Citation 
Jackson, Ebonie N., "A Phenomenological Study on Liberal Arts Graduate Employability: The Relationship 
Between Baccalaureate Internships and Graduate Underemployment" (2020). Education Doctoral. Paper 
472. 
Please note that the Recommended Citation provides general citation information and may not be 
appropriate for your discipline. To receive help in creating a citation based on your discipline, please visit 
http://libguides.sjfc.edu/citations. 
This document is posted at https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/education_etd/472 and is brought to you for free and open 
access by Fisher Digital Publications at St. John Fisher College. For more information, please contact 
fisherpub@sjfc.edu. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to examine liberal arts graduate employability specifically as it relates to 
baccalaureate internships and underemployment. This qualitative phenomenological study examined 
experiences from 19 recent liberal arts college graduates from an urban college setting 1 to 3 years 
postgraduation. A focus group and in-depth interviews were used to ascertain the graduates’ perceptions 
of the effect that internships, interactions with faculty advisors, and the Office of Career Services had on 
postgraduate employment. The results of this study produced four major findings that provide new 
information about how the use of internships can affect liberal arts graduates’ perception of postgraduate 
underemployment. The findings from this study amplify the perspective of liberal arts graduates on the 
efficacy of the liberal arts degree, in general, and internships, specifically. The study adds to the body of 
knowledge on experiential learning, career advisement, liberal arts graduate employability, and the 
perceived effect of a liberal arts bachelor’s degree. Recommendations include implementing university-
wide changes within academic affairs, advisement, and student support services that value the unique 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to examine liberal arts graduate employability 
specifically as it relates to baccalaureate internships and underemployment. This 
qualitative phenomenological study examined experiences from 19 recent liberal arts 
college graduates from an urban college setting 1 to 3 years postgraduation. A focus 
group and in-depth interviews were used to ascertain the graduates’ perceptions of the 
effect that internships, interactions with faculty advisors, and the Office of Career 
Services had on postgraduate employment. The results of this study produced four major 
findings that provide new information about how the use of internships can affect liberal 
arts graduates’ perception of postgraduate underemployment. The findings from this 
study amplify the perspective of liberal arts graduates on the efficacy of the liberal arts 
degree, in general, and internships, specifically. The study adds to the body of knowledge 
on experiential learning, career advisement, liberal arts graduate employability, and the 
perceived effect of a liberal arts bachelor’s degree. Recommendations include 
implementing university-wide changes within academic affairs, advisement, and student 
support services that value the unique perspectives of nontraditional students. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
A bachelor’s degree has been, and continues to be, the clearest and most 
accessible path to a good job and middle-class wages. Over the course of a lifetime, a 
worker with a bachelor’s degree will earn, on average, 30% more than someone with an 
associate degree, and that person will earn 75% more than someone with a high-school 
education. In dollar terms, that means average college graduates earn $1 million more 
over a career than a worker with just a high-school diploma (Sigelman et al., 2018). The 
increase in the returns of a postsecondary education has not only produced greater wage 
inequality between college-educated and other workers, but a postsecondary education 
also increases the wage dispersion among highly educated workers (Autor et al., 2006; 
Lemieux, 2006). Thus, while the importance of college degrees has been rising, so has 
inequality among degree holders, drawing increasing attention to the qualitative 
differences among college graduates regarding their fields of study (Roksa & Levey, 
2011). 
In fall 2019, an estimated 19.9 million students attended colleges and universities 
in the United States, representing a 31% increase in enrollment since 2000, and 18 
million of those students were enrolled in undergraduate degree programs (National 
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019). The majority of these students were 
attending college to acquire skills specific to a career, viewing a college degree as a 
pathway to monetary rewards and future career possibilities (Schultz & Higbee, 2007). It 
is increasingly likely that these students joined the 17 million Americans with college 
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degrees who are working in occupations that are not commensurate with their level of 
formal education. Statistics show that there were 317,000 college graduate waiters and 
waitresses, 80,000 baccalaureate-prepared bartenders, and 18,000 parking lot attendants 
with bachelor’s degrees (Bennett & Vedder, 2015). Education and employment data from 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Vedder et al. (2013), stated that 48% of employed college 
graduates are working in occupations that do not require a bachelor’s degree and an 
estimated 5 million college graduates are working in positions that do not require a high-
school diploma. 
According to a 2017 consumer insights study by Strada and Gallup, only 40% of 
liberal arts students feel confident that their major will lead to good jobs, and across all 
students, that percentage declines as they progress toward graduation. Only 28% of 
liberal arts students reported that they felt confident that they would graduate with the 
skills needed to be successful in the job market (Strada-Gallup, 2017). However, a recent 
trend is for employers to use internships as a recruitment tool from which they hire their 
own interns to fill career positions, and the National Association of Colleges and 
Employers (2014) reported that nearly 40% of employers’ entry-level hires were from 
their own internship programs (Brooks & Simpson, 2014). 
College graduates are increasingly encountering inadequate employment 
outcomes that do not match their level of formal education, resulting in an underutilized 
labor force. In tandem with these suboptimal employment outcomes are the increasing 
costs of a college degree and record levels of student debt. Over the next decade, the 
number of college graduates is expected to outpace the number of jobs requiring a college 
degree (Harrington & Fogg, 2011).  
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Underemployment for recent college graduates is hardly a new phenomenon 
(Altbach, 2011). Broadly speaking, underemployment occurs when workers are 
employed below their working capacity and in jobs that are in some way suboptimal 
given their education and experience (Weststar, 2014). There are several ways that 
researchers have defined underemployment. For the purposes of this study, we will look 
at four types of underemployment that currently exist for college graduates: (a) college 
graduates who are employed and working part time (less than 35 hours per week) but 
desire full-time employment; (b) underemployed by low income, also known as the 
“working poor,” or workers who are working full time but whose income puts them 
below or barely above the poverty line; (c) underemployed by occupational mismatch, 
those workers whose education level is significantly above the mean education level of 
the occupation in which they are working, or those working in a field outside the area of 
their formal training (Weststar, 2014); and (d) subjective underemployment as defined by 
a worker’s perception of being overqualified for a particular position. One of the primary 
goals of colleges and universities is to form human capital and make students into more 
productive workers (Vedder et al., 2013). This issue is significant within higher 
education. Students who complete their coursework and attain a bachelor’s degree expect 
to receive substantial economic benefit that typically lasts over their lifetime (Abel et al., 
2014). When a college graduate is underemployed, there are far-reaching implications, 
not just in higher education, but also in the broader economy and labor markets and in 
society at large (Barton, 2008). First, the federal government invests significant resources 
in creating more workers with bachelor’s degrees. If college graduates become 
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underemployed after graduation, the government is unable to realize the benefit of that 
investment. According to Vedder et al. (2013),  
The problem can be viewed in two ways. In one sense, we have an 
“underemployment” problem; college graduates are underemployed, performing 
jobs that require vastly less educational tools than they possess. The flip side of 
that though, is that we have an “overinvestment” problem: We are churning out 
far more college graduates than required by labor-market imperatives. (p. 30) 
Secondly, in addition to underemployment being negatively linked to employee job 
attitudes and morale, underemployed workers also experience financial hardship at a 
higher rate than fully employed graduates. As less income is earned, crime and the 
demand for social services tend to increase. Thus, underemployment affects individuals, 
their families, their communities, and society (Weststar, 2014).   
The term practice-based learning (PBL) is often used interchangeably with 
experiential learning, which is simply defined as learning by doing (Eyler, 2009). The 
concept of learning through experience is not a new phenomenon. Aristotle wrote in the 
Nicomachean Ethics “for the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by 
doing them” (Aristotle & Rackham, 1975). As an educational approach, Kolb (1984) is 
credited with developing the modern theory of experiential learning, and it is published in 
his seminal work.  
Problem Statement 
College graduates should be able to seamlessly transition to the professional 
world after receiving a bachelor’s degree (Mohee, n.d.). Nearly half of employed college 
graduates in the United States are working in jobs that require less than a 4-year college 
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education. Vedder et al. (2013) stated, “Compared to 1970, when less than 1% of taxi 
drivers and 2% of firefighters had 4-year degrees, now more than 15% of individuals in 
both professions have 4-year degrees” (p. 23). The graduates themselves, their families, 
and the federal and state governments make a significant investment to ensure that 
students can attend and matriculate through college. In 2016, the federal government 
spent more than $70 billion subsidizing college attendance (Cass, 2018). State and local 
governments spent an additional $80 billion on college (Cass, 2018). In fact, federal 
spending on college has more than doubled since 1990 (Cass, 2018). In the modern era, 
college graduate underemployment began to rise sharply after the 2001 recession, it 
continued through the Great Recession of 2008, and it is still high today (Abel et al., 
2014). Upon graduation, many students find themselves not only without a job but also 
with a large amount of debt that they are unable, initially, to begin paying back. 
“Regardless of academic discipline, many recent college graduates are underemployed – 
a situation that can carry on for months, if not years, after graduation” (Schmitt & 
Boushey, 2012, p. 87). 
As a result of this phenomenon, higher education institutions should be 
concerned. If the current trend continues, rising college costs, coupled with perceived 
decreases in benefits for graduates, could lead to declining enrollments at colleges and 
universities (Vedder et al., 2013). If higher education institutions do not successfully 
demonstrate a positive relationship between the value of a college degree and the high 
cost of attendance, they could lose prospective students and support from the state, 
federal government, and the public at large. With the average tuition of higher education 
institutions having increased by 757% in price from 1980–2009, alone, the general public 
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continues to raise questions regarding whether earning a college degree is worth the 
average $24,000 in student loan debt with which many students graduate (Center for 
College Affordability and Productivity, 2011). Underemployment also affects the 
students, their families, their communities, and society. In addition to underemployment 
being negatively linked to employee job attitudes and morale, underemployed workers 
also experience financial hardships at a higher rate than fully employed graduates 
(Weststar, 2014). As graduates earn less income, the demand for social services 
increases, which adds stress to an already overburdened social welfare system (Weststar, 
2014). Finally, the mental health of underemployed graduates is an issue. The lack of 
work and the stress of rigorous job searching often negatively impact well-being. 
According to Aronson et al. (2015), “The combination of debt and malemployment led to 
both ‘lots of anxiety’ and a sense of ‘failure’” (p. 1106). 
Theoretical Rationale 
As an educational approach, Kolb (1984) is credited with developing the modern 
theory of experiential learning. He developed the learning style inventory (LSI) and the 
Kolb experiential learning cycle. His model is designed to determine a student’s learning 
preference and identifies four types of learners. Kolb postulated that when students 
having experiential learning opportunities in their field, it contributes significantly to the 
student’s overall understanding of the real-world environment (Kolb & Fry, 1974).   
Kolb (1984) was influenced by Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory (later 
renamed social cognitive theory). The theory states that when people observe a model 
performing a behavior and the consequences of that behavior, they remember the 
sequence of events and use this information to guide subsequent behaviors (Bandura, 
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1985). Observing a model can also prompt viewers to engage in behavior they have 
already learned. While social cognitive theory originated in psychology, it has been 
applied in the fields of education, business, media, and applied health psychology. 
Social cognitive theory (SCT) is an account of human behavior and learning 
developed by Bandura (1985), a Canadian psychologist and professor of psychology at 
Stanford University. Bandura (1986) stated that learning occurs during the processes of 
modeling behavior, observation of behavior, and imitation of behavior. The theory 
presents that reciprocal determinism, or the idea that behavior influences and is 
influenced by personal factors and the social environment, is the reason healthy behavior 
change cannot be sustained without some form of environmental change. In SCT, human 
behavior is the product of exchanges between personal, behavioral, and environmental 
influences. While recognizing the environment shapes human behavior, the primary focus 
of SCT is on a person’s ability to adjust and shape an environment to suit that 
individual’s personal purposes. Finally, SCT recognizes collective action among people 
and the ability to work in groups to accomplish environmental changes with benefits for 
the collective group or organization (Wiley & Cory, 2013). 
SCT as applied in the educational setting holds that portions of an individual’s 
knowledge acquisition can be directly related to observing others within the context of 
social interactions, experiences, and outside media influences. The theory states that 
when people observe a model performing a behavior and they see the consequences of 
that behavior, they remember the sequence of events and use this information to guide 
their subsequent behaviors. Observing a model can also prompt a viewer to engage in 
behavior they previously learned. This theory directly connects to this researcher’s topic 
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on the effect of baccalaureate internships on underemployment rates. Experiential 
learning is defined as the education in which the learner is in direct contact with reality, 
as opposed to the knowledge gained when the learner is reading, hearing, or discussing 
such reality. Experiential learning is often referred to as “hands-on experience” (Keeton, 
2004). Within the realm of experiential learning, the concept of modeling behavior in a 
real work setting is key as Kolb (1984) postulated that when students have experiential 
learning opportunities in their field, it contributes significantly to students’ overall 
understanding of the real-world environment (Kolb & Fry, 1974).  
Gault et al. (2000) conducted one of the first empirical studies of internships and 
career success. The authors of the study found that graduates who had done internships 
reported receiving job offers about 10 weeks sooner and started with salaries that were 
10% higher than those without internships (Gault et al., 2010). Billett (2015) stated that 
“students’ learning through engagement in practice-based experiences is now and 
increasingly seen as being an essential component of higher education programs that are 
preparing graduates for entry into targeted occupations” (Billett, 2015, p. 15). Given this 
research on the value that employers place on internships, which is a form of PBL, SCT 
as it relates to how humans learn from modeling behavior is directly relevant to this 
present study. 
Statement of Purpose 
The purpose of this nonexperimental, phenomenological study was to explore the 
experience of liberal arts college graduates from an urban college setting, who were 
underemployed, and to determine the effect (if any) of baccalaureate internships on 
employability. The term PBL is often used interchangeably with experiential learning, 
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which is simply defined as learning by doing (Eyler, 2009). PBL is an umbrella term that, 
for the purposes of this study, includes internships, cooperative education (co-ops), 
practicums, service learning, studying abroad, etc. The literature on PBL is wide and 
deep and is rooted in Kolb’s (1984) modern theory of experiential learning. Since 1984, 
the topic of experiential learning has been researched extensively from a wide macro 
perspective and from narrow discipline-specific perspectives as well. Kolb (1984) 
postulated that students having opportunities in their field contributes significantly to 
students’ overall understanding of the real-world environment (Kolb & Fry, 1974).  
Gault et al. (2010) conducted one of the first empirical studies of internships and 
career success. The authors of the study found that graduates who had done internships 
reported receiving job offers about 10 weeks sooner and started with salaries that were 
10% higher than those without internships (Gault et al., 2010). Billett (2015) stated that 
“students’ learning through engagement in practice-based experiences is now and 
increasingly seen as being an essential component of higher education programs that are 
preparing graduates for entry into targeted occupations” (p. 15). This study examined 
underemployed, liberal arts graduates’ lived experience with baccalaureate internships 
and their perceptions of how those internships may have affected their current state of 
underemployment at the time of this study. Van Horn et al. (2014) reiterated that 
becoming career-ready often requires more from students than attending college and 
performing well academically (Maguire, 2018). Additionally, rising numbers of 
nontraditional college students at higher education institutions is changing the landscape. 
While most people think of college students as between 18 and 22-years old, financially 
dependent on parents, and in college full time, the data shows that as few as 16% of 
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college students today fit the so-called traditional mold. With this in mind, higher 
education institutions must look at how they deliver services and value to this significant 
population of students to ensure matriculation and success after graduation (Vedder et al., 
2013).  
The researcher investigated if higher education institutions can reduce 
underemployment for graduates by providing baccalaureate internships in addition to 
traditional, liberal arts course work. Some research suggests that graduates majoring in 
fields that included out-of-classroom training as part of their baccalaureate course work 
have historically had lower rates of underemployment (Vedder et al., 2013). Despite that, 
higher education and the society at large have failed to invest in experiential learning in a 
significant way (Cass, 2018). 
Research Questions 
To determine the stated objectives of this study, the following questions guided 
the research:  
1. What are liberal arts graduates’ perceptions of the effect internships have on 
postgraduate employment? 
2. Do liberal arts graduates’ experiences of transitioning from higher education 
into the professional world match the prescribed model that liberal arts 
institutions have created to transition them to full, postgraduation 
employment?  
3. How do liberal arts students interact with the Office of Career Services, and 
what barriers do liberal arts graduates face when attempting to interact with 
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Career Services to obtain employment opportunities commensurate with their 
level of education? 
Potential Significance of the Study 
The significance of this study is to add evidence to the theoretical framework of 
experiential learning. This study contributes to the practice of education, and it also 
contributes to the career development or career planning of college students. A college 
education is one of the key elements in obtaining employment. There are an estimated 
1,819,000 unemployed or underemployed college graduates (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2013). In 2015, an estimated 1.5 million college graduates were 
underemployed or unemployed (U.S. Department of Labor, 2015). 
Many members of the modern-day workforce commonly experience inadequate 
employment conditions, known as underemployment. Definitions of underemployment 
vary greatly, historically, across academic disciplines, but the phenomenon of 
underemployment typically involves inferior or inadequate employment conditions 
relative to some standard (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Individuals experiencing 
underemployment typically have a more formal education, with more skills training than 
is required by their chosen occupations; they are often working part time not by choice; 
and they are often working in occupations outside their original field of study (Feldman, 
1996). For many reasons, however, the phenomenon of modern underemployment is not 
fully understood. While underemployment, itself, is not a new concept, the dual objective 
and subjective nature of underemployment makes it difficult to measure and evaluate 
empirically, and thus, underemployment has received a fraction of the research attention 
given to unemployment (Feldman, 1996). Underemployment has been studied from the 
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sociological (Newman, 1993; Rosen, 1987), economical (Elder, 1974; Tipps & Gordon, 
1985; Tunceli, 2007; Zvonkovic, 1988), and psychological (Borgen et al., 1988; Burris, 
1983) standpoints, but there is little consistency in the terminology defining 
underemployment in the past studies, and no exact definition of underemployment has 
been established. Regardless of the exact definition, underemployment is increasingly 
prevalent (Vedder et al., 2013), affecting all industry sectors (Konczal & Jayadev, 2011), 
and it is perhaps even a more comprehensive and valid a measurement of employment 
hardship than unemployment (Jensen & Slack, 2003; Vera-Toscano et al., 2004). 
College graduates are increasingly those most affected by inadequate employment 
conditions, and the underemployment research lexicon tends to reflect that; educational 
attainment is so commonly included in studies describing the phenomenon of 
underemployment that “overeducation” and “underemployment” are used 
interchangeably (Scurry & Blenkinsopp, 2011). Nearly half of employed college 
graduates in the United States are working in jobs that require less than a 4-year college 
education.  
College enrollments are rising and have been for decades, despite such daunting 
statistics. Many students still view a college education as a pathway to adequate 
employment outcomes and financial prosperity. Students frequently seek college degrees 
that match their professional interests (Beggs et al., 2008). Furthermore, the job prospects 
associated with a specific college degree (Tan & Laswad, 2009) and the health of the 
global economy (Brint et al., 2005) tend to be influential factors in students’ decisions to 
seek college degrees. Succinctly stated, college enrollments, college costs, and college 
student debt are at an all-time high and increasing (Harris, 2016). Conversely, the 
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prevalence of adequate college graduate employment outcomes is decreasing (Harris, 
2016). It is unknown to what extent experiential learning tends to impact this 
phenomenon. This gap between educational achievement and occupational attainment 
begets the need for greater clarity on experiential learning as a potential moderating 
factor.  
Universities and colleges are being held to a standard. They must ensure that 
graduates are prepared for employment after graduation (U.S. Department of Education, 
2011). However, employers consistently believe students are not ready for the work 
environment (Landrum et al., 2010). The federal government, students, 
parents/caretakers, and businesses have demanded that higher education be subject to 
increased accountability for providing education that increases students’ employment 
chances after graduation (Landrum et al., 2010). The United States Department of 
Education has responded to the demands made by students, parents/caretakers, and 
businesses by its resilience in demanding that colleges and universities that receive 
federal funding to promote academic and career opportunities for students. The United 
States Department of Education (USDOE, 2011) stated that colleges and must provide 
gainful employment programs and provide vital opportunities to Americans who want to 
increase their skills and to obtain a degree. The field of higher education must adapt to 
the demands that society has placed on higher education (USDOE, 2011). Those demands 
are ensuring that students are prepared for their field of employment upon graduation 
(USDOE, 2011). The societal implications of this study will aid the field of research 
regarding the benefit of cooperative education and internship programs.  
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This research could potentially impact a variety of audiences: namely, college 
students who are frequently burdened by increasing costs, ballooning student debt, and 
worries about the job market after graduation, and they may gravitate toward degree 
programs with experiential learning components, such as internships, to bolster their 
chances at adequate employment outcomes. This impact could be magnified for the 
growing numbers of nontraditional students who shoulder the additional responsibilities 
of full-time work, parenting, or taking care of aging family members. Additionally, 
higher education administrators, as they attempt to better align their program offerings 
with the realities of the job market, may choose to include internships in their degree 
programs. The results of this study may indicate that certain jobs or work environment 
characteristics tend to correlate with more adequate employment outcomes, which could 
influence the types of jobs and employers use for collegiate internships. 
Definitions of Terms 
Career services in higher education – a department of university professionals 
who provide services to students that help them to “choose and attain personally 
rewarding careers, and also help employers develop effective college relations programs 
which contribute to effective candidate selections for their organizations” (National 
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2015, para. 1). 
Co-op (cooperative education) – a structured knowledge-building strategy that 
integrates classroom studies with learning through productive work experiences in a field 
related to a student’s academic or career goals. It provides progressive experiences in 
integrating theory and practice. A co-op is a partnership among students, educational 
institutions, and employers with specified responsibilities for each party (Sprandel, 
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2009). While thematically similar to internships, co-ops tend to be full-time, paid 
positions. Internships tend to vary between being paid, unpaid, part-time, or full-time 
positions (University of Connecticut School of Business, n.d.). 
Employability – a set of achievements, such as skills, understandings, and 
personal attributes, that makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be 
successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the 
community, and the economy (Yorke, 2006). 
Experiential learning – knowledge gained while the learner is in direct contact 
with the reality being studied, as opposed to learning in which the learner is reading, 
hearing about, or discussing the reality. Experiential learning is often referred to as 
involving “hands-on experience” (Keeton, 2004). 
Higher education institution – an academic college or university that grants a 
bachelor’s degree. 
Internship – a form of experiential learning that integrates knowledge and theory 
learned in the classroom with practical application and skills development in a 
professional setting. Internships give students the opportunity to gain valuable applied 
experience and make connections in professional fields they are considering for career 
paths, and internships give employers the opportunity to guide and evaluate talent 
(National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2011). 
Liberal arts degree – a bachelor of arts degree in the arts, humanities, languages, 
social sciences, and physical sciences. 
Millennial – also known as “Generation Y.” “Millennial is the name given to the 
generation of individuals born between 1982 and 2003” (Hais & Winograd, 2014, p. 2). 
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Nontraditional student – learners who meet one of the following seven 
characteristics. They (a) have delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, (b) attend 
college on a part-time basis, (c) work full time, (d) are financially independent for 
financial aid purposes, (e) have dependents other than a spouse, (f) are single parents, or 
(g) do not have a high-school diploma (NCES, 2015). 
PBL (practice-based learning) –an umbrella term that includes experiential 
learning, service learning, internships/externships, capstone projects, and cooperative 
learning. 
Underemployment – the condition in which people in a labor force are employed 
with less than full-time hours or at jobs that are inadequate with respect to their training 
or economic needs (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). It can also refer to employment that is 
inadequate, inferior, or low in quality, relative to some standard. The following types of 
employment can be classified as underemployment: 
Overqualification – workers who possess a surplus of formal education, work 
experience, or knowledge, skills, and abilities relative to the job demands or 
requirements of the job for which they are employed. 
Involuntary educational mismatch – workers who are employed in a field outside 
their area of education because they cannot find employment that better matches 
their education. This is a distinct category from overqualification in that these 
employees are “differently qualified,” rather than overqualified. 
Involuntary part-time or temporary employment – workers who are employed in 




Underpaid – workers whose wages are significantly less than a certain standard. 
Standards include workers’ wages from previous jobs, typical wages for the 
workers’ educational backgrounds, and a livable wage (Maynard et al., 2015). 
Wage penalty – workers who have more education than is required for their jobs, 
they earn lower wages relative to workers with the same education in jobs that require 
their educational level. 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter introduced the growing problem of college graduate 
underemployment. As the cost of a college education and the number of college 
graduates increases and the adequacy of college graduate employment decreases, this 
diminishing return on investment and growing disconnect between educational 
achievement and occupational attainment suggest a necessary need for greater clarity 
about the relationships between liberal arts higher education and college graduate 
employment outcomes. Also included in this chapter were the three research questions to 
be examined, a summary of the theoretical framework of this study, a definition of 
relevant terms, and a discussion of the potential assumptions and limitations surrounding 
this research. 
Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature as it relates to liberal arts 
underemployment. Gaps in the literature are identified to demonstrate a need for this 
phenomenological study. The research design, methodology, and analysis is discussed in 
Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents a detailed analysis of the results and findings, and 
Chapter 5 discusses the findings, implications, and recommendations for future research 
and practice.   
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
The literature on the effects of baccalaureate internships on underemployment of 
liberal-arts-educated college graduates is broken down into six related categories: 
(a) liberal arts degrees and postbaccalaureate underemployment labor outcomes; 
(b) underemployment as a function of the college major; (c) the costs and effects of 
underemployment; (d) underemployment by educational mismatch/overqualification; (e) 
baccalaureate internships, their application at higher education institutions and their 
effect on transitions to the labor market; and (f) nontraditional college students’ 
experiences accessing higher education services. 
Feldman’s (1996) seminal article delineated a new conceptual model outlining 
five antecedents and five outcomes of underemployment. Feldman postulated that 
unemployment was both objectively and subjectively determined, and he presented 19 
hypotheses about the impact of unemployment based on previous research. Feldman’s 
(1996) work was unique at that time because it integrated the concepts of 
underemployment across the spectrum rather than looking at discipline-specific issues 
(McKee-Ryan & Harvey, 2011). Feldman’s (1996) seminal article changed the way 
researchers studied the topic of unemployment, and it is cited extensively across the 
literature.  
Liberal Arts Degrees and Post Baccalaureate Underemployment Labor Outcomes 
Research suggests that liberal arts degrees and the institutions that grant them 
have been the subject of debate for many years. One of the first studies in the modern era 
 
19 
occurred in 1990. Breneman (1990) conducted a study on the place of liberal arts colleges 
in the larger context of American higher education. The essential research question 
revolved around the future of private liberal arts colleges. Breneman’s work defined the 
essential characteristics of a “liberal arts” institution and curriculum. The study analyzed 
and revamped the Carnegie Foundation classification of Liberal Arts I and II colleges 
(Carnegie, 2001). Breneman (1990) developed a methodology to classify liberal arts 
colleges and established the 60% rule, which postulated that any institution that awarded 
60% or more of its degrees in professional fields was removed from the list of liberal arts 
colleges entirely. In doing so, the existing list of 600 liberal arts colleges was reduced to 
212 institutions. Breneman (1990) also defined liberal arts institutions as  
Colleges that award the bachelor of arts degree, are residential, enroll full-time 
students in the age range of 18 to 24, and limit the number of majors to roughly 
twenty in the arts, humanities, languages, social sciences, and physical sciences . . 
. offering a curriculum that does not cater to current student concerns with the job 
market (p. 4) 
Breneman’s (1990) findings indicated that the liberal arts college, as it was previously 
known, was disappearing and being replaced by the professional college that offers an 
array of professional degrees in business, nursing, architecture, engineering, etc. 
Baker et al. (2012) replicated Breneman’s (1990) work more than 20 years later in 
2012. They looked at the same questions and followed Breneman’s methodology to 
determine if liberal arts colleges continued the trend away from their historical emphasis 
on the arts and sciences disciplines. The researchers used Breneman’s (1990) published 
results as a baseline to assess changes among liberal arts colleges and employed 
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Breneman’s methodology for classifying liberal arts colleges including Liberal Arts I 
(now Baccalaureate Arts and Sciences, as defined by the Carnegie Foundation) and 
Liberal Arts II (now Baccalaureate Diverse Fields, as defined by Carnegie) institutions. 
The findings from the Baker et al. (2012) study indicate that the trend continued, and the 
researchers showed that of Breneman’s (1990) list of 212 liberal arts colleges, only 130 
institutions still met Breneman’s classification criteria. Further, Baker et al. (2012) 
defined the fields that were considered “traditional liberal arts” to include history, 
psychology, the sciences (natural and social), foreign languages, religion, the arts, and 
English (Baker et al., 2012). The Baker et al. study supports Breneman’s (1990) research, 
which showed that many liberal arts colleges were gradually evolving into career-
oriented “professional colleges” where a large percentage of students majored in 
professional fields (e.g., business, nursing, allied health) rather than the arts and sciences 
disciplines (e.g., English, history, chemistry) in order to in recruiting students who see 
higher education primarily as a path to a career and financial success. The Baker et al. 
(2012) study suggests that previously labeled liberal arts colleges appear to have 
integrated liberal and professional educations, intentionally, and they have crafted a new 
model of liberal arts college education.  
Shifting to look at labor outcomes as it relates to the liberal arts field of study, 
other researchers looked at employers’ views of college graduates’ readiness to transition 
into the professional world. The Hart Research group (Hart Research Associates, 2010) 
completed a study of 302 employers whose organizations had at least 25 employees and 
report that 25% or more of their new hires held either an associate degree from a 2-year 
college or a bachelor’s degree from a 4-year college. The 2009 study consisted of a series 
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of interviews with private-sector and nonprofit-organization owners, CEOs, presidents, 
C-suite level executives, and vice presidents to determine the skills and knowledge they 
looked for in entry-level employees. The findings indicate that only 25% of employers 
approved of the job that 2-year and 4-year colleges were doing in preparing students for 
the challenges of the global economy (Hart Research Associates, 2010). Rather, they 
supported the creation of college graduate learning outcomes that are developed through 
a mix of liberal and applied learning— namely, using the students’ ability to apply their 
college learning in real-world settings. The overwhelming majority of employers 
surveyed thought that colleges should place greater emphasis on a variety of learning 
outcomes that are developed through a liberal arts education, which included the ability 
to apply knowledge and skills to real-world settings through internships or other hands-on 
experiences.   
In 2013, Hart Research Associates conducted a second installment of the 
employer survey to see if attitudes on student learning had changed in the wake of an 
improved economy. This survey was completed by 318 employers, and the findings were 
consistent with the 2010 study. However, employers explicitly stated that they recognized 
the importance of liberal arts education and the liberal arts. In fact, 80% of the employers 
agreed that, regardless of their major, every college student should acquire a broad 
knowledge in the liberal arts and sciences, and when they read a description of a 21st 
century liberal education, 74% of them stated they would “recommend this kind of 
education to a young person they know as the best way to prepare for success in today’s 
global economy” (Hart Research Associates, 2013, p. 2). Additionally, the results 
indicated that employers favored learning strategies that enabled students to apply their 
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learning in real-world situations in addition to acquiring field-specific knowledge. 
Strategies including PBL, in the form of internships, research, senior projects, and 
community engagements, were ranked over practices that involved the acquisition of 
distinct bodies of knowledge (Hart Research Associates, 2013).  
Human capital theory helps us understand that the health/strength of the economy 
is related to college graduate unemployment and underemployment. Recent economic 
troubles have led some liberal arts institutions to consider changes to their 
program/degree offerings. A study by Wilson and Yontz (2015) sought to inform higher 
education administration and faculty by highlighting the correlation between liberal arts 
and preprofessional programs with the economy. They noted that a survey of college 
freshman in 2012 by UCLA found economic conditions played a major part in students’ 
college choice, with 66.6% in 2012 compared to 62.1% in 2011 (Pryor et al., 2012), and 
over 87% of college students stated that the primary reason for attending college was to 
be able to get a better job (Pryor et al., 2012). The quantitative study addressed the 
question of whether higher education institutions should move to revamp curriculums at 
liberal arts colleges or stay the course and weather the storm while staying true to 
traditional liberal arts ideals. The researchers looked at 2,754 data points extracted from 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) with the Carnegie 
Foundation Liberal Arts Colleges I classification (renamed the Baccalaureate Arts and 
Sciences in 2000). These data points represent the number of students who graduated 
with a specific major at each of the 153 institutions over 18 years. The findings indicate 
that degree completion at liberal arts institutions does correlate with macroeconomic 
conditions and that contrary to conventional wisdom, in bad economic times, a liberal 
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arts degree may be more transferable than a preprofessional degree. Students seeking the 
opportunity to develop the critical thinking, problem-solving, and higher-order learning 
that the liberal arts fields represent (Baker et al., 2012; Kane, 2010; Pascarella et al., 
2004) may perceive that the attainment of these skills will help them differentiate 
themselves in a difficult job market.  
In a further study of the liberal arts degree and employability of college graduates, 
Rajecki and Borden (2010) did a quantitative analysis of psychology majors to ascertain 
their long-term employment, wage, and career trajectory. The 2010 study analyzed four 
nationally prominent research projects or programs that consisted of longitudinal or 
replicated data. In the Rajecki and Borden study, the findings contradict many of the 
other research thus far. The results do not lend support that building liberal arts and 
generic skills will serve bachelor’s degree recipients well for their career prospects and 
trajectories. Rather, they concluded that the impact of liberal arts skills on career 
prospects is conditional upon the more technical and specialized skills that relate to 
specific areas of study. It is important to note that while the Rajecki and Borden (2010) 
results do not support the previous research, the results do not affirm the opposite. Taken 
all together, the hypotheses suggest that the career prospects for psychology bachelor’s 
degree recipients depend on a combination of technical and liberal arts skills that the 
students gain through their bachelor’s degree and any further education they pursue. 
In a separate but related study, Xu (2013) utilized data from a national 
representative, longitudinal survey of college graduates to examine student transitions 
from college to chosen career paths, and the study identifies factors that influenced 
college graduates choosing an occupation related to their undergraduate major. The Xu 
24 
(2013) study compared STEM and non-STEM graduates and examined the 
career/employment patterns for 10 years after the students’ graduations to analyze 
differences in labor market outcomes. The research suggests that there are positive career 
outcomes associated with individuals who choose an occupation closely related to their 
college major, such as lower underemployment, a better income profile, and greater job 
satisfaction. Alternatively, graduates who chose a career that was substantially different, 
or for liberal arts majors where occupations do not directly align with the course of 
undergraduate study, may suffer material and nonmaterial disadvantages, and both the 
individuals and the system may sustain losses as a result of this disconnection between 
college education and career choices (Xu, 2013). Therefore, while the last two studies 
differed in examining a liberal arts major and a non-liberal arts major, respectively, they 
agree on the findings that professional training and not general liberal arts skills correlate 
with positive labor outcomes. 
These findings were partially supported by Roksa and Levey’s (2011) study that 
examined whether and how occupational specificity of college majors is related to 
college graduates’ transition into the labor market and their subsequent occupational 
trajectories. Through a quantitative analysis of the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth of 1979, Roksa and Levey’s (2011) findings suggest that occupationally specific 
degrees are beneficial at the point of entry into the labor market, but they have the lowest 
growth in occupational status over time. Conversely, students focusing on general skills 
tend to start off in jobs with low occupational status, but they report the greatest amount 
of growth in the long term. Like Xu (2013), the Roksa and Levey study also points to a 
lack of a direct occupational match for liberal arts majors that correlates with low 
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occupational status and/or occupational mismatch. Roksa and Levey (2011) stated, 
“finding a job in one’s field of study is not only an individual dilemma, but it is also a 
process that reflects the relationship (or lack thereof) between the educational system and 
the labor market” (p. 391). However, the major findings of the study contribute overall 
support to the liberal arts curriculum as it relates to employability in the long term. Roksa 
and Levey (2011) stated:  
Individuals who major in fields with high occupational specificity have the 
highest occupational earnings of all categories in the first year after completing 
their degrees. However, they also have the lowest growth in occupational earnings 
over time. Individuals majoring in fields with low occupational specificity have 
the lowest starting point but the fastest growth. By the end of the observation 
period (12 years after earning bachelor’s degrees), they substantially narrow the 
gap with individuals majoring in highly occupationally specific fields and almost 
catch up to individuals majoring in fields with moderate levels of occupational 
specificity. (p. 399) 
The collection of the studies in this section provide good insight into the true 
nature of the liberal arts curriculum and its potential effect on college graduate 
underemployment. While there is general consensus on what constitutes a liberal arts 
degree (Breneman, 1990) and the initial underemployment rates of specific liberal arts 
majors, the long-term effect of the liberal arts degree on postbaccalaureate 
underemployment is still under debate. Interestingly, research shows that college 
students, employers, and higher education institutions all seem to have some cognitive 
dissonance with regard to the benefits of a general liberal education coupled with a desire 
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to gain/provide professional, discipline-specific skills (Xu, 2013). Most of the research 
supports the idea that the traditional liberal arts degree should be accompanied by some 
form of practice-based learning to decrease the chances of being initially underemployed 
after graduation (Rajecki and Borden, 2010).   
Underemployment as a Function of the College Major 
When it comes to college graduate underemployment, one common criticism is 
that college graduates simply choose the wrong major. Had the graduates made smarter 
choices of majors, they could avoid the underemployment trap. However, research 
directly refutes this notion. Although there is support for the notion that certain 
undergraduate majors experience higher levels of underemployment at the entry level, a 
2018 study by Burning Glass Technologies (Sigelman et al., 2018) suggests that while 
STEM majors have a much lower rate of underemployment, there are good choices for 
students in all fields. The study highlights that liberal arts majors, such as philosophy, 
foreign languages, and English, have comparable rates of underemployment in the market 
at large while biology majors, which is a STEM field, fare worse with a 51% 
underemployment rate (Siegelman, 2018). Although students tend to gravitate toward 
vocational majors to ensure career success, popular majors like business, legal studies, 
and public administration have graduates with some of the highest underemployment 
rates. An important caveat is that while liberal arts majors do account for just over one in 
five underemployed workers (23%), more bachelor’s degrees are awarded in the liberal 
arts than in the STEM field each year. Graduates with philosophy degrees (a popular 
liberal arts degree) rank among the 10 majors with the lowest probability of 
underemployment. Furthermore, research on employer’s requirements of college 
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graduates indicates that the ability to think critically, communicate clearly, and solve 
complex problems is more important than their undergraduate major (Hart Research 
Associates, 2013).  
The Burning Glass Technologies (Sigelman et al., 2018) study utilized a database 
of more than 800 million job postings with detailed descriptions of jobs and skills that 
employers demand, a database of over 80 million resumes, and federal surveys and 
administrative data sets relating to degree completion, majors, and workers’ earnings. 
The findings indicate that regardless of major, the first job that a college graduate obtains 
out of school is an important indicator of employability because underemployed workers 
tend to stay underemployed for years. No matter the major, the first job is critical as 87% 
of all workers who were appropriately employed in their first job continued to hold 
positions that matched their levels of education 5 years later. Furthermore, 91% of 
appropriately employed graduates at the 5-year mark were still at that level 10 years later 
(Siegelman, 2018). The study indicates that the best path to avoiding underemployment is 
to obtain meaningful work experiences before graduation such as internships and other 
experiences that provide students with an opportunity to build skills. For example, 
athletic trainers who majored in parks, recreation, and fitness studies experience an 
underemployment rate of nearly two-thirds (63%). However, athletic trainers with 
experience working in a clinical setting and providing rehabilitation support are at a 
significant advantage compared to their peers.  
The Costs and Effects of Underemployment 
Underemployment comes with a substantial cost. College graduates who are 
underemployed miss out on the earnings edge that comes with a bachelor’s degree. The 
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average starting salary for a bachelor’s degree holder who is appropriately employed is 
$46,000. Graduates who are underemployed make only $36,000, on average, a 22% wage 
penalty. Furthermore, underemployment early on in a graduate’s career can have a lasting 
effect. While the wage penalty may shrink slightly over time, forfeited earnings can total 
nearly $149,000 over the first 15 years of a career (Siegelman, 2018). 
During the Great Recession of 2008, all indicators of our economy’s financial 
health were under scrutiny. Sum and Khatiwada (2010) conducted a study that utilized 
data from the Current Population Survey to compare and assess changes in the size, 
demographic, and socioeconomic profile of underemployed workers during the recession 
of 2007–2009. Sum and Khatiwada (2010) took a backward look and compared the 
trends to previous recessions in 2001, 1990–1991, and 1981–1982. As a point of fact, 
underemployment rose in all 21 industrial sectors during the 2-year period (2007–2009). 
The study also indicated that men and women experienced identical rates of 
underemployment, and while workers in every major age and racial group saw 
underemployment rates more than double, young people (ages 20–24) and teenagers 
(ages 16–19) saw the highest increases. During this time, almost 11% of 20 to 24-year-
old individuals were underemployed. In terms of a racial breakdown, underemployment 
was lowest for Asians (4.7%) and White non-Hispanics (5.2%). Underemployment was 
7.5% for Black non-Hispanic workers, and it peaked at 12% for Hispanics (Sum & 
Khatiwada, 2010). So, while the effects of the recession reverberated throughout the 
economy and were felt by all, the findings indicate that college-aged people of color 
experienced underemployment rates more than 2.5 times as high as White individuals. In 
terms of the cost of underemployment to workers and society at large, Sum and 
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Khatiwada (2010) found that the aggregate annualized loss in gross earnings due to 
underemployment was more than $68 billion dollars. Workers themselves also felt the 
cost in the form of lower future earnings. Their lost earnings reduced their consumption 
of goods and services, and their federal and state tax contributions led to budget deficits. 
Underemployed workers are more likely to depend on food stamps, rental subsidies, and 
Medicaid, which imposes indirect costs on the rest of the taxpaying public (Sum & 
Khatiwada, 2010). 
While the Sum and Khatiwada (2010) study looked at large-scale economic and 
societal costs of underemployment, a 2018 study by Burning Glass Technologies and 
Strada Institute (2018) looked at the long-term effects of underemployment on the careers 
of college graduates. This quantitative study was unique because instead of utilizing 
occupational profiles developed by the federal government to find college graduates in 
jobs that do not require a degree, the study utilized work histories drawn from over 4 
million unique resumes to determine the scope of underemployment among college 
graduates over the years, even over decades. The researchers found that early-career 
underemployment may turn into a “potential derailment with lingering instability that can 
lead to problems down the road” (Burning Glass Technologies & Strata Institute, 2018, p. 
7). The findings included that STEM graduates have the least risk of being 
underemployed than those majoring in any other discipline. It was also found that the 
underemployment trap is especially perilous for women. According to the study, women 
are more likely to be underemployed in their first job—regardless of major; 47% of 
female college graduates are initially underemployed compared to 37% of male college 
graduates. Interestingly, women with STEM degrees are less likely to experience 
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underemployment than women from other fields, but they are still more likely to be under 
employed than men with STEM degrees (Burning Glass Technologies & Strada Institute, 
2018). The Burning Glass Technologies and Strata Institute research supports much of 
what has already been seen from other studies about the long-term effects of 
underemployment.  
The final study in this grouping is a qualitative study that aimed to provide a 
deeper understanding of how individuals make sense of their experiences regarding being 
underemployed. Torun (2017) conducted a study via in-depth interviews with a 
convenience sample of 25 employees working in a variety of organizations. The 
participants’ perception of underemployment was consistent with prior research because 
the participants experienced low incomes; they occupied hierarchical positions that were 
below their expectations; they felt overqualified in terms of education, knowledge, 
ability, and experience; and they experienced the inability to utilize skills and develop 
their potential. Many of the participants also reported experiencing work-time-earning 
incompatibility, which is defined as having an unusually heavy workload while getting a 
low salary (Torun, 2017). Other negative effects respondents attributed to 
underemployment were health problems, interpersonal difficulties, deprivation, negative 
attitudes toward their work and their organization, and deviant behaviors (Torun, 2017). 
Conversely, some positive outcomes were presented as well. Some respondents indicated 
that they had cultivated new plans and were motivated to improve their weaknesses in 




The economic, social, and societal costs of college graduate underemployment are 
well documented and researched. The literature shows that individuals and society, as a 
whole, pay the price in the form of the wage penalty and reliance on social services for 
those who need support. Research indicates that women and people of color bear an 
inordinate amount of the underemployment burden, a problem that will compound over 
time in the form of gender pay gap and government entitlements (Shambaugh et al., 
2019).  
Underemployment by Occupational Mismatch/Overqualification 
Underemployment by occupational mismatch occurs when a worker’s education 
level is significantly above the mean education level of the occupation in which they are 
working, or they are working in a field outside the area of their formal training (Weststar, 
2014). This issue is significant within higher education as one of the primary goals of 
colleges and universities is to form human capital and make students into more 
productive workers (Vedder et al., 2013). Within the literature, the occupational 
mismatch has been used synonymously with the term “overqualification.” For the 
purposes of this study, occupational mismatch and overqualification will be used 
interchangeably.  
Overqualification can be perceived from many different standpoints. A 2013 
qualitative study (Sattinger & Hartog) looked at the issue from an employer’s perspective 
to ascertain how employers view applicants who are overqualified or whose credentials 
do not match the job requirements and to determine employers’ willingness to hire 
overqualified applicants. Kulkarni et al. (2015) conducted interviews with 24 hiring 
managers across a wide range of U.S. public- and private-sector industries. The findings 
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indicate that while employers perceived overqualification as a liability, hiring managers 
reported that they were willing to interview and hire individuals whose education or 
experience exceeded a job’s requirements as well as accepting applicants with less than 
the required education, but only if they possessed sufficient compensatory experience 
(Kulkarni et al., 2015). Like other studies, employers did express concerns that the 
negative attitudes of overqualified workers would adversely influence organizational 
effectiveness. This perspective may explain why the employers may have shied away 
from hiring individuals they perceived to be overqualified. The limitations of the 
Kulkarni et al. (2015) study were that researchers focused on the macro constructs of 
overqualification and mismatched qualifications, and they did not include additional 
conceptualizations of overqualification such as individuals being over intelligent or over 
skilled.  
The next two studies look at the issue of overqualification as it relates to the wage 
penalty that occupationally mismatched workers can suffer. A wage penalty occurs when 
workers with more education than required for their jobs are observed to earn lower 
wages compared with workers with the same education in jobs that require their 
educational level. Similarly, workers with less education than required for their jobs earn 
wage rewards. The two studies do not agree and present opposite conceptions of the wage 
penalty concept. The researchers analyzed labor economics theories along with the 
concept of Nash bargaining to explain why the wage penalty exists. Specifically, Nash 
bargaining explains why both the worker undereducation reward and the worker 
overeducation penalty are greater than one in the meta-analyses of Leuven and 
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Oosterbeek (2011) and Groot and Maassen van den Brink (2000), and in the empirical 
work of Quintini (2011) (Sattinger & Hartog, 2013).  
The findings from the second study (Tsai, 2010) indicate that an overeducated 
status does not cause lower earnings. Tasi used data from the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics for the period 1979–2005 to conduct a panel analysis and found that the 
significant wage differential found in previous studies was simply the result of ignoring 
the nonrandom assignment of workers to jobs. Tsai (2010) argued that the role of 
individual ability is crucial. High education workers in low education jobs may be there 
because they are not highly skilled—despite their high-level education, or it may be that 
the matching process was imperfect, and the workers would be more productive in jobs 
requiring more education. The researcher suggested that lower-ability workers are more 
likely to be overeducated for their job and that the wage difference between a well-
matched and mismatched job depends on the worker’s ability (Tsai, 2010). 
The final article in this section addresses overqualification from the workers’ 
perspective. Steffy (2017) looked at the potentially voluntary nature of underemployment 
by occupational mismatch. Steffy used in-depth interviews to gain insight from 36 
college graduates to learn about the perceived volition and social class of overqualified 
college graduates. The findings demonstrate that workers’ perceptions of their 
overqualification vary and, furthermore, these perceptions create distinct experiences 
based on that perception. This finding is in congruence with Feldman’s (1996) seminal 
work, which determined that underemployment is both subjectively and objectively 
determined. Finally, the study found that overqualification experiences may be related to 
social class background. Steffy (2017) stated that “While some respondents report being 
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overqualified at no choice of their own and are struggling to find better work, many 
others narrate their overqualification experience as voluntary” (p. 467), meaning that the 
respondents saw underemployment as a necessary, albeit temporary, part of the transition 
from college to the workplace. This notion contrasts with Becker’s (1964) seminal work 
on human capital theory, which assumes that workers become underemployed 
involuntarily and if it were not for circumstances beyond their control, such as labor 
market dynamics and economic fluctuations, they would be more adequately employed 
(Becker, 1964).  
The literature on overqualification is varied. Significant questions were raised 
about the nature of the wage penalty as well as the potentially voluntary nature of 
underemployment. While overqualification is generally perceived as a negative state of 
being by employers and individuals, there is some evidence that college graduates, 
themselves, may perceive an initial brief period of underemployment after graduation as 
a “rite of passage” (Steffy, 2017). Becker’s (1964) theory of human capital, which 
assumes college graduates’ desire to be adequately employed, is the current industry 
standard.  
The Role of Career Services in Liberal Arts Graduate Underemployment 
From a historical perspective, the origins of career services in higher education 
came about when the United States government and the Department of Education passed  
the Vocational Education Act of 1963 and Vocational Education Act Amendments of 
1968 (Herr et al., 1976). This legislation cited the need for exemplary programs to 
improve the education of students at all levels while also providing new and more 
effective methods for providing job preparation to students. This shared outcome for 
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higher education led to the coining of the term “career education” by the United States 
Department of Education in 1971, and it initiated a change in attitude toward the role that 
career services offices would play in the lives of students (Herr et al., 1976). Identifying 
career education as a focal point for higher education institutions resulted in the 1970s 
serving as a time of transformation for career services (McGrath, 2002). During this time 
in education, declining student enrollment led many higher education institutions to find 
ways to compete for prospective students and retain their existing students. 
Administrators quickly realized that by helping students develop employability skills and 
supporting them through the employment search process was attractive to students. As a 
result, career services developed from old-fashioned placement offices to full-service 
career education and employment departments. 
Students’ identification of expected outcomes of college attendance encourages 
institutions to take a greater level of accountability for the educational outcomes and 
concerns of their student body (Pryor et al., 2012). These goals often impose additional 
pressure on both the students, as learners, and the institutions to prove the efficacy of the 
services and programs offered to assist students in reaching their goals. Employers are 
especially adamant that colleges, universities, and their career services offices need to 
work harder in preparing students for life beyond the classroom (Jaschik, 2014). With the 
workplace constantly adapting to changes in technology and the needs of consumer, 
businesses have, in turn, looked more to higher education to help students build the 
professional skills necessary to transition into the world of work efficiently (Fischer, 
2013). Many administrators believe that the responsibility of preparing the future 
workforce has been placed into the hands of higher education without their consent 
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(Fischer, 2013). Despite this view, the federal government has determined that 
institutions will be held responsible for the employment outcomes of their student body, 
citing that this type of reporting will police those institutions that profit while their 
students struggle to find gainful employment (Gonzales, 2017).  
In 2014, the National Association of Colleges and Employers published the 
NACE Professional Standards for College and University Career Services (National 
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2014), which established the current standards 
and guidelines for career centers in colleges and universities across the nation. Key 
components include a statement of mission and program specifics. The guidelines stated 
that the “career services must advance the mission of the institution as well as support 
academic and experiential learning programs to promote student learning and student 
development” (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2014, p. 5). Within this 
context, the primary purpose of career services is to assist students and other designated 
clients in developing, evaluating, and/or implementing career, education, and 
employment decisions and plans. 
Today, career services offices play a critical role in preparing students for the 
transition to life after college. Studies indicate that these offices provide key elements of 
support that can include stimulating student interest in disciplines they have previously 
not considered, helping students select a major field of study, helping students secure 
employment while enrolled in college, and preparing students for finding a job upon 
graduation through mock interviews and resume workshops (Gallup, 2016). While just 
over half of college graduates nationally (52%) report that they visited their career 
services office during their undergraduate experience, research indicates that engineering 
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graduates are the most likely graduates of all fields of study to say they visited career 
services as undergraduates (62%), followed closely by business majors (58%). Just 53% 
of graduates with social science degrees say they visited career services as 
undergraduates, while just under half of arts and humanities majors (48%), and the 
sciences majors (45%) say the same. Graduates with engineering and business degrees 
also rated their experiences with career services the most positively, while the arts and 
humanities graduates nationally rated their career services experiences the most 
negatively, with about a third (32%) saying the career services office was very helpful or 
helpful (Gallup, 2016).  
Baccalaureate PBL: A Path to Postgraduate Employment? 
PBL is often used interchangeably with experiential learning, and PBL is an 
umbrella term which, for the purposes of this study, includes internships, co-ops, 
practicums, service learning, studying abroad, etc. The literature on PBL is wide and 
deep, and it is rooted in Kolb’s (1984) modern theory of experiential learning. Since 
1984, the topic of experiential learning has been researched extensively from a wide, 
macro perspective, and from a narrow, discipline-specific perspective as well.   
The internship experience may provide students with an “edge” over those who 
graduated but were not involved in an internship or who graduate with no work-related 
experience (Sublett & Mattingly, 1995). Students reported that they were interested in 
ensuring their degree and employment skills are in line with their career goals (Simons et 
al., 2012). Colleges are also combining theories attained through educational knowledge 
with practices earned through work experience (Austin & Zeh Rust, 2015). Students may 
be able to increase their professional competencies through interning, which may afford 
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graduates a better chance of obtaining employment. Students who develop career skills 
can demonstrate to an employer their abilities, which may assist the graduate with 
obtaining employment (Complete College America, 2014). Internship programs allow 
students to engage in learning that integrates classroom theory with practical applications 
(National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2011). Degree programs that require 
an internship are designed to ensure that students are trained before entering the career 
field. For example, the field of social work has a mandatory field practicum requirement. 
The signature pedagogy for social work practice is field education (Council for Social 
Work Education, 2008). 
As we look at experiential learning from a macro perspective, the 2015 Gallup-
Purdue Index provides insight into the relationship between the college experience and 
whether college graduates have great jobs and great lives. The study surveyed more than 
30,000 U.S. graduates via the web and defined that the ultimate outcome of a college 
degree is to increase the probability of getting a good job and having a better life. The 
study indicated that  
if graduates had an internship or job where they were able to apply what they were 
learning in the classroom, were actively involved in extracurricular activities and 
organizations, and worked on projects that took a semester or more to complete, 
their odds of being engaged at work doubled. (Gallup, 2015, p. 4) 
If employed graduates feel their college prepared them well for life outside of it, 
the odds that they are engaged at work rise nearly three times. Experiences in college that 
contribute to feeling prepared for life after college, such as internships or jobs where 
students can apply what they are learning in the classroom, active involvement in 
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extracurricular activities and organizations, or working on a project that took a semester 
or more to complete, are part of this preparation. 
Shifting to a micro perspective, Brooks and Simpson’s (2014) quantitative study 
examined graduates’ perceptions of transferable employment skills they received as a 
result of experiential learning. The location of the study was a Midwestern university, 
and the experiential learning occurred through a variety of educational opportunities such 
as internships, cooperative education, classroom laboratories, real-world simulations, 
service learning, and studying abroad programs. Data was collected via an online 
questionnaire that pulled a convenience sample from alumni databases. The final sample 
was 205 graduates, and the findings indicate that internships and studying abroad 
experiences were perceived to have a positive impact on respondents’ personal growth, 
professional growth, and their ability to gain employment. The implied links between 
education, work, and personal development are reflected in this perception. Brooks and 
Simpson (2014) stated that well-designed internships and studying abroad programs are 
powerful educational practices that will help graduates succeed in the workforce.  
The Magimairaj et al. (2017) study narrowed the focus to examine a specific type 
of experiential learning for a specific discipline. The 2017 survey looked specifically at 
capstone experiences for communication sciences and disorders (CSD) students by 
surveying faculty to rank-order 15 potential capstone learning objectives based on their 
relative importance from most important to least important. The purpose of the 
Magimairaj et al. study was to determine what capstone experiences are considered 
critical for CSD undergraduates. The researchers defined capstone as “a set of 
culminating experiences that bring together different aspects of curricula. These 
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experiences allow students to integrate and demonstrate knowledge and skills relevant to 
a discipline in a cohesive and coherent manner” (Magimairaj et al., 2017, p. e59). Of the 
64 responses received from faculty, the three highest-ranked objectives for capstone 
courses were: written and oral communication proficiency, understanding of human 
communication, and understanding theories of learning from a multidisciplinary 
perspective. The study suggests that by providing insights about the nature of graduate 
training, a capstone can facilitate the transition to the professional world or graduate 
work, which is necessary if the CSD students were to become licensed speech-language 
pathologists or audiologists.. 
In comparison to the Magimairaj et al. (2017) study, Kendricks et al. (2019) 
looked at experiences that helped students become scientists. Specifically, it addressed 
undergraduate research (UR) and whether the array of benefits identified in the literature 
on UR experiences is applicable to other forms of experiential learning within a STEM 
undergraduate education. Kendricks et al. (2019) pointed out that experiential education 
has been prominently featured as a part of the undergraduate education in the STEM 
disciplines through laboratory and project-based coursework, as well as out-of-class 
participation in internships, co-ops, and research. Thiry et al. (2011) collected data from 
62 undergraduate STEM majors who engaged in some form of experiential learning at 
four highly selective liberal arts colleges with a strong history of faculty-led UR. The 
findings suggest that while coursework played an important role in students’ soft skills, 
students indicated that out-of-class work experiences, such as internships and the clinical 
program, offered students the opportunity to take ownership of a real-world project, 
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clarify future career goals, and begin to develop an identity as a professional (Thiry et al., 
2011).  
Moving on to a study in a liberal arts discipline, Madison (2014) researched 
journalism and media/communications practicums. The qualitative study looked at the 
faculty and students at three university journalism schools’ digital-era practicum 
programs through interviews (University of California Berkeley, New York University, 
and the School of Journalism and Communication at the University of Oregon). In 
addition to the practicums, all three schools continued to prominently feature internships, 
citing that they offered students a chance to participate in news-gathering alongside 
seasoned professionals, and they offered quality networking opportunities. Madison 
(2014) noted that for students who prove themselves, these internships can often lead to 
employment. Notably, the researcher detailed the long history of apprenticeship that 
predates the academic study in the field of journalism. Madison (2014) noted:  
Apprenticeships were a staple of colonial America’s printing trade. Publication of 
politically charged pamphlets, stirring essays, and journalistic editorials played a 
significant role in mobilizing the support needed to rouse public sentiments 
against the British Crown, and young free laborers (interns) were essential to the 
cause. Journalism training and education became academic when Walter Williams 
established America’s first school of journalism at the University of Missouri in 
1908 at the urging of Joseph Pulitzer. A subsequent program began at Columbia 
University in 1912 at the bequest of the Pulitzer’s estate. (p. 315)  
With such a rich tradition in experiential learning, the Madison study also looked at 
concerns that have developed regarding the industry’s perceived over-reliance on unpaid 
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student labor. Due to economic downturns, many paid internships have been cut from 
budgets. To counteract this, many journalism and mass communications schools began to 
develop more campus-based programs—practicums—that replicated newsroom and 
news-gathering experiences. Journalism students report benefits consistent with the 
conventional research on experiential learning such as the opportunity to apply the 
theoretical knowledge they obtain in more traditional courses (Madison, 2014). However, 
an unintended outcome has been student perceptions of being exploited because their 
unpaid work has been often published by news organizations without proper credit. This 
was evidenced in 2012 when the Charlie Rose program agreed to pay up to $250,000 to 
settle a class-action suit filed by a group of its unpaid interns (Byers, 2012). Madison 
(2014) did, however, acknowledge that faculty and administrators should be vigbilant in 
the oversight of practicums and internships to ensure that legitimate learning does not 
devolve into overdependence on students’ unpaid work.  
Research shows that PBL has a rich history in many disciplines. The ability for 
students to be able to put knowledge into practice in a real-world environment is a 
pervasive theme across the four cited studies. Also, the practice of tying the internship 
experience directly to job sourcing and hiring after graduation has presented itself across 
multiple studies as well (Gault et al., 2010; Silva et al., 2016).   
Nontraditional College Students Accessing Higher Education Services  
We are increasingly seeing the face of college students fundamentally changing. 
The past 30–40 years has seen higher education institutions rapidly expanding 
participation and increasing the number of nontraditional students, such as part-time, 
commuters, minority/ethnic, lower socioeconomic, disabled, and mature students 
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(Roberts, 2011). While this has been lauded as a positive development, it is important to 
note that little has been done to ensure these students’ success beyond providing financial 
support. The NCES (2015) defined nontraditional students as meeting one of the 
following seven characteristics: (a) delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, 
(b) attends college part-time, (c) works full time, (d) is financially independent for 
financial aid purposes, (e) has dependents other than a spouse, (f) is a single parent, or 
(g) does not have a high-school diploma. While most people think of the average college 
student as 18 to 22 years old, financially dependent on parents, and in college full time, 
the data shows that as few as 16% of college students today fit the so-called traditional 
mold.  
One of the reasons that nontraditional students have a fundamentally different 
experience in higher education is because of their motivation for seeking a bachelor’s 
degree in the first place. Research suggests that nontraditional students have different 
expectations of higher educations because they most likely are already working full time. 
Pelletier (2010) characterized nontraditional students as either career changers or career 
enhancers. Another quantitative study by Stamats (2017) looked at nontraditional 
students’ motivations in attending college and found that more than one-third of 
respondents cited a desire to earn more money as their primary motivation in pursuing 
their coursework. Another third of the respondents cite career enhancement as their 
primary motivation (Stamats, 2017). Additionally, when deciding on an institution to 
attend, one of the primary considerations for nontraditional students is the institution’s 
ability to articulate career-related outcome information for their previous graduates 
(Stamats, 2017).  
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The research suggests that nontraditional college students’ experiences in higher 
education are fraught with risks and setbacks that traditional college students simply do 
not encounter (Meuleman et al., 2014). While increasing the diversity of the higher 
education student body is a positive step, studies show that few allowances have been 
made for the fundamental differences between traditional and nontraditional students’ 
experience (Leese, 2010). Therefore, little has been done to ensure their success in 
matriculating or transitioning to full employment after graduation.  
Roberts (2011) discussed that “the current agenda for widening participation 
(WP) promotes equal access to higher education (HE), yet it also implicitly requires 
institutions to develop support strategies to ensure a successful learning experience and 
good retention for different groups of students” (p. 183). Roberts’s (2011) qualitative 
study supports the notion that just getting nontraditional students in the door is not 
enough, and the researcher argued that there should be additional support to ensure 
retention and matriculation. In their own words, the students in the study expressed their 
frustration with feeling like a square peg in a round hole. The findings suggest that by 
forcing students to change, rather than recognizing that change is needed at the university 
level, endangers these students’ chances of finishing school and attaining their degree, let 
alone supporting them in their transition into the professional world (Roberts, 2011). 
Roberts’s (2011) idea is further supported by the Meuleman et al. (2014) study 
that speaks to the idea of nontraditional students’ unique challenges within higher 
education. Mueleman et al. posited that facilitating the transition for nontraditional 
students requires a cultural change by universities rather than the notion that the students 
are the ones who need to adapt to the universities. Likewise, the Leese (2010) research 
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calls for a shift away from consideration of nontraditional students in deficit terms to a 
focus on what the field of higher education can do to support these students (Leese 2010). 
The Leese suggested that in the future, the cutting edge university would be proactive in 
providing for increasingly diverse student cohorts by embracing their unique features 
with policies and programs that work for, rather than against, them.  
Summary 
The literary works reviewed paint a sobering picture of the employment prospects 
of recent college graduates. Feldman’s (1996) seminal article created a framework that 
has been utilized to correlate the disparate underemployment theories and establish the 
subjective nature of unemployment. The Cataldi et al. (2014) study showed the 
persistence of underemployment as evidenced by part-time work and lower wages 4 years 
after graduation. This supports Feldman’s (1996) hypothesis that age is positively 
correlated with underemployment. Although their study formats differ greatly, both 
Aronson et al. (2015) and Silva (2016) drew parallels between the value of practical, 
work-based training that would accompany the existing higher education system that is in 
place. Silva (2016) went as far as to suggest mandatory internship experiences as a part of 
the existing academic program. While Cass (2018) also extolled the merits of career and 
technical training, the author took a more extreme position and favored a replacement of 
the existing system, which fails to prepare the students that manage to graduate college, 
with an alternative to traditional colleges and universities. Various sources of research 
literature within the theoretical field of PBL agree that experiential education plays an 
important role in increasing the level of the career preparation and marketability of 
undergraduates in the entry-level job market (Gault et al., 2010). Internships provide 
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students (and faculty) with a means to bridge the gap between career expectations 
developed in the classroom and the reality of graduate employment. 
Conclusions 
College graduates are facing some bleak prospects in the coming years. Economic 
unrest, coupled with the desire to access the wage premium, has led to wage and labor 
outcome dispersion. The literature suggests that classroom learning, by itself, is 
insufficient to meet the challenge and baccalaureate internships can fill the void (Silva et 
al., 2016). Especially where a one-to-one match with a college major and occupation does 
not exist, experiential learning becomes even more imperative. It is not enough to educate 
young people in the classroom; we must also prepare and help them find the most 
appropriate fields for their educational background and skills (Burning Glass 
Technologies, 2018). Underemployment is a significant issue within higher education and 
society at large; however, higher education institutions are uniquely invested in the issue 
and positioned to be an integral part of the solution (Bennett & Veder, 2020). According 
to Bennett and Vedder (2020), experience appears to be the decisive differentiating factor 
among graduates, and experience appears to be a trend that has continued since the 
market turmoil of the early 1990s. If higher education is to live up to the promise of 
creating human capital for the emerging labor markets, the industry should heed the 
research that suggests that experiential learning outside the classroom is key to mitigating 
underemployment (McKee-Ryan, 2011). Not too long ago, baccalaureate internships 
were constrained to the major professions and occupations such as in medicine, law, 
physiotherapy, nursing, and teaching. However, it is now seen as becoming a necessary 
element of all higher education programs so that students can quickly and effectively 
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practice their occupations upon graduation (Department of Innovation Universities and 
Skills, 2008).  
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to examine liberal arts graduates’ perceptions of 
baccalaureate internships as they relate to underemployment 1 to 3 years after degree 
completion. College graduates should be able to seamlessly transition to the professional 
world after receiving a bachelor’s degree; however, nearly half of employed college 
graduates in the United States were working in jobs that required less than a 4-year 
college education (Vedder et al., 2013). College graduates are increasingly encountering 
inadequate employment outcomes that are not appropriate with their level of formal 
education, resulting in an underutilized labor force (Vedder et al., 2013). In tandem with 
these suboptimal employment outcomes are the increasing costs of a college degree and 
record levels of student debt. Given these statistics, an examination of the relationship 
between higher education’s use of baccalaureate internships and the adequacy of college 
graduate employment outcomes was warranted. The researcher examined the role of 
baccalaureate internships as a potentially moderating factor affecting the adequacy of 
liberal arts college graduate employment outcomes.  
The term PBL is often used interchangeably with experiential learning, which is 
simply defined as learning by doing (Eyler, 2009). PBL is an umbrella term that, for the 
purposes of this study, includes internships. Given that underemployment is both 
objectively and subjectively determined, it is important to define it properly. This study 
looked at four types of objective and subjective underemployment that currently exists 
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for college graduates who: (a) are employed and working part time (less than 35 hours 
per week) but desire full-time employment; (b) are underemployed by low income, also 
known as the working poor, or workers who are working full time but whose income puts 
them below or barely above the poverty line; (c) are underemployed by occupational 
mismatch, where workers whose education level is significantly above the mean 
education level of the occupation in which they are working or those who are working in 
a field outside the area of their formal training (Weststar, 2014); and (d) are the victims 
of subjective underemployment, which is defined by a worker’s perception of being 
overqualified for a particular position. Finally, a liberal arts degree is defined as a 
bachelor of arts degree in history, psychology, the sciences (natural and social), foreign 
languages, religion, the arts, and English (Baker et al., 2012). 
Qualitative methodology allowed the researcher to look deeply into the lives of 
underemployed liberal arts college graduates, showcasing their authentic stories and 
giving a point of reference for how baccalaureate internships affected employability for 
recent college graduates. In employing qualitative methodology, this study sought to 
understand the perceived effect that internships (or the lack thereof) had on the 
employment status of recent liberal arts graduates. A review of the literature showed what 
is happening (underemployment) to a growing portion of college graduates when they 
enter the workforce, but this qualitative phenomenological study dove deeper and 
illuminated the “why” from the graduates’ perspectives. Therefore, a qualitative model 
was most appropriate for this study as it provided a method of empirical investigation that 
increased the understanding of the problem at hand (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
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This study answered the following research questions:  
1. What are liberal arts graduates’ perceptions of the effect internships have on 
postgraduate employment? 
2. Do liberal arts graduates’ experiences of transitioning from higher education 
into the professional world match the prescribed model that liberal arts 
institutions have created to transition them to full, postgraduation 
employment?  
3. How do liberal arts students interact with the Office of Career Services, and 
what barriers do liberal arts graduates face when attempting to interact with 
Career Services to obtain employment opportunities commensurate with their 
level of education? 
This chapter includes a review of the research method and design appropriateness 
and a discussion of the population and sample. As the goal of this study was to 
understand the lived experience of liberal arts college graduates who had experienced 
underemployment and a baccalaureate internship, the researcher has chosen the lens of 
phenomenology. Phenomenology has its roots in a 20th-century philosophical movement 
based on the work of Edmund Husserl (1982). This qualitative research method is used to 
describe how human beings experience a certain phenomenon (Eberle, 2014). This study 
design was chosen because through in-depth discussions with the participants, the 
researcher was able to begin to make generalizations regarding what it is like to 
experience this growing phenomenon from the perspective of those who have lived the 
experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). This study utilized a phenomenological design to 
examine liberal arts underemployment, specifically as it related to the graduates’ 
 
51 
experience with internships. This study looked at recent liberal arts graduates who were 
underemployed and who had experienced some form of baccalaureate internships. The 
study used two focus groups and in-depth interviews to ensure the gathering of rich 
information. The first phase of research utilized the focus-group method. This method has 
benefits as attitudes, values, feelings, thoughts, and experiences can be recorded with 
depth and in rich detail. Additionally, group interviewing can address power differentials 
in the research process (Morgan & Kreuger, 1993). For example, group interviewing can 
combat issues of nervousness or intimidation (Heath et al., 2009) and allows participants 
to have a greater degree of control in the direction of the research in comparison to one-
to-one interviews. The second phase of the research relied on in-depth interviews to drill 
down on the themes that emerged from the focus groups. The one-on-one interviews 
enabled the researcher to gain richer insight and to contextualize the ideas and themes 
that the focus-group participants noted in the first phase of the research. 
Using a survey, the researcher identified liberal arts graduates who met the study 
criteria, meaning they experienced the phenomenon of underemployment 1 to 3 years 
after attaining a liberal arts degree. The participants for the focus group were selected 
from a purposive sample of respondents that explored the participants’ perceptions of 
how baccalaureate internships may have contributed to adequate employment. Focus 
groups can serve as a critical source of data collection (Merriam, 2009) and serve the 
purpose of gaining an understanding of the research question (Maxwell, 2013). As such, 
the questions administered for this study explained the “why” of how internships might 
influence underemployment among the study’s respondents. Based on the themes that 
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emerged from the focus group, 14 participants were selected for in-depth interviews to 
drill down on the phenomenon and to further elucidate the participants’ perspectives.  
Research Context 
The study site for this research was a medium-sized public college in the 
northeastern United States with a total undergraduate enrollment of just over 8,000. 
Approximately 63% of currently enrolled students are female. The institution is roughly 
50 years old, and it has graduated over 26,000 students to date. The college met the 
criteria of being labeled a liberal arts institution according to the Carnegie Foundation 
1987 classification (Carnegie, 2001) and offers roughly 50% of its bachelor’s degrees in 
the arts, humanities, languages, social sciences, and physical sciences. Additionally, there 
were several departmentally sanctioned opportunities for student engagement, inquiry 
and research-based scholarship, and experiential learning. In-state tuition and fees were 
just under $7,000 (2018-2019); out-of-state tuition and fees were approximately $18,000 
(2018-2019), and over 80% of students received some type of federal financial aid 
(“Consumer Information — X College ", n.d.). 
Positionality 
As the participants were recent graduates of the institution where the researcher 
was employed, it was possible that the respondents may have come in tangential contact 
with the researcher. In order to counteract the researcher’s own positionality, the 
participants were screened to ensure they were not active participants in the researcher’s 
center/office. Furthermore, a graduate assistant was employed to conduct the initial focus 
group. Once screened and selected, five participants joined the session. Finally, the 
 
53 
researcher selected 14 participants for in-depth interviews to drill down deeper on the 
themes that emerged from the focus group. 
Research Participants 
A major challenge was recruiting participants. Research says that although 
underemployed college graduates are fairly numerous, they are not localized within a 
singular occupational field or geographic location but are spread widely throughout the 
population . Additionally, underemployment is often stigmatized due to the relationship 
between one’s profession and the social capital entwined in that profession (Steffy, 
2017). Finally, the researcher began recruiting just as the COVID-19 quarantines took 
effect, which was followed by an intense period of social unrest. This further complicated 
the recruitment process. 
Written permission from the director of the college’s alumni network was granted 
for the researcher to use the alumni database to recruit eligible participants for the survey. 
The researcher requested the alumni network staff to send a dedicated email distribution 
out to all members to solicit participants. A few interested parties responded, provided 
informed consent, and filled out a Qualtrics survey to determine if they met the study 
criteria before they were accepted. Due to a glitch in the email collection system that 
coded most graduates with a school email, rather than a personal email, that process was 
unsuccessful and follow-up phone calls were made to finish the recruiting process. To 
that end, the researcher identified graduates who had obtained a degree within the past 1 
to 3 years within a variety of liberal arts majors to get a broad perspective on the issue. 
Additionally, the researcher recruited liberal arts graduates who were both objectively 
and subjectively underemployed. Objective underemployment is determined by three 
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measures: (a) part-time workers desiring full-time work, (b) underemployed workers by 
low income, and (c) underemployed workers by occupational mismatch. Subjective 
underemployment is defined by the worker’s perception of overqualification for a 
particular position. The participants were also screened to ensure they had experienced 
any form of baccalaureate internships during their undergraduate career.  
Once a potential participant expressed interest in the study, the researcher 
obtained informed consent from each individual and then screened candidates via a 
Qualtrics questionnaire to ensure they met the study criteria. The participants were sent 
the consent form via email and were given an opportunity to read it thoroughly before 
signing. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all focus groups and interviews took place 
virtually via Zoom meetings. At the start of the Zoom meeting, the participants had the 
opportunity to ask any question, and the graduate assistant verbally reiterated important 
elements of the focus group/interview process. Transparency was vital, particularly due 
to the sensitivity surrounding the issues of employment. Therefore, all the participants 
were informed about the goals and procedures of the study prior to the interviews taking 
place. Additionally, the participants were made aware they could remove themselves 
from the study at any time and that their data would be kept private. In addition to 
outlining the formal study guidelines, the researcher humanized the process as much as 
possible by being friendly, personable, and professional. While underemployed, all 
participants were working professionals, and many of them may have had families and 
other obligations, so at the very least, the researcher made the process as positive as 
possible by being highly engaged in the interview process. Morrison et al. (2012) 
reinforced this point by stating, “meaningful dialogue with participants, rather than a 
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directive from researchers, to identify the ending of the participant-researcher 
relationship and not the researcher-participant relationship is warranted” (p. 420). 
Finally, to not inflict further financial hardship on the participants who were 
already underemployed, the researcher provided the study participants with a $25.00 Visa 
gift card upon completion of the focus group/in-depth interview to reimburse them for 
travel to and from the study interview site.  
Instruments Used in Data Collection 
The researcher obtained informed consent and used an electronic survey tool to 
collect demographic data and ensure the participants met the study criteria. Prior to the 
study, the researcher piloted the survey with peers to ensure that the output would be 
usable and to enable the researcher to select high-value participants. The second 
instrument used was the interview protocol sheet that outlined the guidelines for the 
entire interview process. A script was also used, which ensured consistency across all 
focus groups and interviews. The researcher also piloted the interview questions via a 
peer review with subject matter experts to ensure that the interview questions made sense 
and mapped back to answer the study research questions. The third tool was the recording 
apparatus to digitally capture all the audio from all focus groups and interviews. All 
recordings and transcriptions were captured via the Zoom platform. The transcriptions 
received from the service were compared with the recording for accuracy and provided to 
the participants, upon request, to ensure transparency. Once verified, the transcriptions 




Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis 
During the first stage, the qualitative data collection design employed a focus-
group style of interviews. In the second stage of data collection, the in-depth interview 
research questions were used to help triangulate the collection methods (Creswell, 2018), 
leveraging the value of qualitative techniques designed to deepen understanding of 
beliefs, practices, and cultures experienced by study participants (Merriam, 2009). 
Pseudonyms for the participants, the university, and any reference to other persons or 
business entities were used to keep all identities confidential.  
To support project feasibility and achieve saturation, five participants were 
selected from the survey population to participate in the focus group portion of the study. 
A semi-structured interview protocol was used to facilitate the group conversation 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
Once the participants agreed to be a part of the focus group or interview, the 
researcher scheduled the group to virtually meet via Zoom. The in-depth interviews were 
scheduled on Zoom as well. All focus groups and interviews were captured via the 
recording function in Zoom with the consent of the participants. Zoom recorded the audio 
version of the meeting for all participants, and the video of the meeting was recorded for 
15 of the participants. The interviews started out with the consent form and an 
explanation of the purpose of the study. Next, the researcher collected some basic 
demographic data (gender, major, year graduated, degrees held, etc.) before the formal 
interview process began. Focus groups were scheduled for 45 to 60 minutes. The in-depth 
interviews were scheduled in one longer session, which lasted about 90 minutes. At the 
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close of the focus group/interviews, all the participants were thanked for their time and 
informed to contact the researcher if they had any additional questions or concerns. 
Once the focus groups and in-depth interviews were completed, the audio files 
were downloaded from the Zoom platform. Upon receiving the transcripts, the researcher 
reviewed them against the original recording for accuracy. The researcher incorporated 
the handwritten notes of observations taken as well as video (if captured) during the 
interviews to incorporate non-verbal data like tone, gestures or other cues that occurred 
during the interview. The researcher manually coded the transcripts to be fully 
submerged in the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The coding process employed for this 
study is summarized below.  
1. First-cycle coding: The researcher employed both in vivo and process coding. 
2. Second-cycle coding: The codes were aligned and grouped into categories 
through the application of process, pattern, and focused coding. 
3. Third-cycle coding: Inductive coding, noting recurring words, phrases, and 
expressions, were consolidated and analyzed to uncover themes. 
Intra-coder reliability was confirmed by the review of the transcript excerpts and the 
coding process by two higher education administrators. The administrators confirmed the 
consistency and validity of the codes, categories, and themes. 
The analysis of the responses to open-ended, semi-structured interview questions 
and the data from the institution’s official guidebook assisted in gaining a deeper 
understanding of how liberal arts graduates experience the phenomenon of 
underemployment, and to determine if higher education institutions can reduce 
underemployment for liberal arts graduates by providing, or even requiring, quality 
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baccalaureate internships in addition to traditional, liberal arts course work. The 
researcher employed an immersion process (J. Kelly, personal communication, April 11, 
2020) during the open coding cycle of the interview transcript data. The immersion 
process included reviewing the participants’ interview transcripts and watching/ \listening 
to each participant’s audio and video recorded interview. The data immersion process 
helped the researcher identify, familiarize, and understand key terms, phrases, and 
statements used by the participants.  
The interview transcript data was analyzed to illuminate emerging concepts and 
themes based on participants’ thoughts, reflections, experiences, and words. Identifying 
emerging concepts and themes provided deeper insight into how liberal arts graduates 
perceived their job and career preparedness based on their undergraduate internship 
experiences. Examining the study data also provided insight into programmatic and 
policy changes that higher education institutions may employ to increase the efficacy of 
the liberal arts bachelor’s degree. The institution’s official guidebook and website were 
analyzed to triangulate the data and gauge the graduates’ knowledge of the career 
transition process versus that outlined by the institution. The guidebook and website 
contained information outlining the process that students should complete to successfully 
transition from higher education to the professional world.  
The data resulting from the coded interview transcripts and coded program-related 
documents were cross analyzed to establish the validity of the findings. Cross analyzing 
the data was achieved by comparing the commonalities and differences in codes, 
categories, and themes between the various sets of data (Saldaña, 2016). The findings 
from the analysis of the institutional data and the participant interview data related to the 
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knowledge of outlined transition processes, and they were cross-referenced to establish 
symmetry between the findings and the conceptual framework and to determine if the 
process published by the institution was known and practiced by the faculty, staff, and 
students. The final coding cycle involved an inductive coding methodology where 
categorized words, phrases, and patterns were consolidated to identify central themes that 
emerged from the participants’ responses.  
To minimize subjectivity, the researcher had the coding peer reviewed for 
intercoder reliability. A peer reviewed and coded the same transcript, so the researcher 
could compare/contrast the results. The researcher obtained 80% agreement, which 
represents good qualitative reliability (Creswell, 2018). This technique ensured that the 
narratives of the participants were shared in their own words (Saldaña, 2016). All codes 
and emergent themes were recorded in a spreadsheet that provided the researcher with the 
opportunity to create a visual representation or chart to present the major themes of this 
study. 
A key factor in the success of the qualitative portion of a study is its internal 
validity or credibility. Merriam (2009) spoke of the investigator’s equivalent concept, 
which references whether the data are congruent with the subjects’ realities. To improve 
credibility, the study utilized negative case analysis to investigate data from the focus 
group that did not fit the pattern or trend of participant responses (Merriam, 2009). 
Additionally, reflective commentary was used to address progressive subjectivity that 
might have occurred during analysis (Maxwell, 2013). Reflective commentary addressed 
how emerging patterns were identified, and it allowed for a review of the methodology 
used in the data collection. 
60 
Summary 
This chapter presented the research method that was used to conduct this study, 
which was a purposive survey based on a convenience sample. The targeted sample size 
was five college graduates for the focus group and 14 graduates for the in-depth, semi-
structured interviews. The data were collected using a questionnaire-based survey, focus 
groups, and interviews on graduates’ perception of their internship experiences, and their 
internships impact on their postgraduate employability. Chapter 3 discussed the ethical 
consideration and protection of the participants, as well as the study’s limitations, sample, 
sample setting, the recruitment style, and eligibility criteria to participate in the study, as 
well as the research instrument. The chapter concluded with a discussion on monitoring 
for bias. The data collection, the results, and summaries are discussed in Chapter 4. The 
data collected during the study are represented using tables and a further discussion of the 
findings. The qualitative findings are presented thematically and shared in a narrative 
format with rich descriptions. Each theme is addressed individually and supported with 
direct quotes from the data collected. Ideas and lessons learned through this study are 
shared in detail during Chapters 4 and 5. Implications for higher education institutions are 




Chapter 4: Results 
Introduction 
This chapter includes a detailed presentation of the findings and results of this 
study based on the data analysis of the liberal arts graduates’ interview responses. A 
review of the purpose statement and research questions that are the basis of this study is 
followed by direct quotations from the participants’ responses. These responses are 
included to highlight the participants’ thoughts, perceptions, reflections, experiences, and 
perspectives using their authentic words and expressions. The purpose of this survey 
design study was to examine the relationship of baccalaureate internships with college 
graduate employment outcome adequacy.  
The findings from this study point to the intricacy of the considerations involved 
in the liberal arts discipline, baccalaureate internships, and transitions from higher 
education to professional life. This section highlights the common and specific 
experiences of liberal arts graduates from an urban university, and the key results from 
the research findings provide a framework for improving employment outcomes in higher 
education, career planning, as well as advising. 
This study was conducted between August 2020 and November 2020, and 78 
respondents filled out the Qualtrics screening survey. This yielded the 19 liberal arts 
graduates who participated in the study. Five respondents participated in a focus group, 
and 14 participated in the interview phase of the study (N = 19). At the conclusion of this 
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study, there were approximately 30 hours of recorded interviews, which translated into 
just over 1,000 pages of transcripts that were reviewed and coded. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided the study:  
1. What are liberal arts graduates’ perceptions of the effect internships have on 
postgraduate employment? 
2. Do liberal arts graduates’ experiences of transitioning from higher education 
into the professional world match the prescribed model that liberal arts 
institutions have created to transition them to full, postgraduation 
employment?  
3. How do liberal arts students interact with the Office of Career Services, and 
what barriers do liberal arts graduates face when attempting to interact with 
Career Services to obtain employment opportunities commensurate with their 
level of education? 
Interview Questions  
A set of semi-structured, open-ended interview questions were developed to 
address the research questions. An internship coordinator at a CUNY senior college 
reviewed the interview questions to ensure question validity. The comments received 
from the coordinator resulted in three questions being modified. Table 4.1 displays the 
interview questions in alignment with the research questions. All the participants were 





Interview Questions and Related Research Question Number 
Interview Question Research Question 
A Can you describe your experiences with finding a job since graduation?  1 
B Why did you choose to do an internship as part of your undergraduate experience? 1 
C What skills did you gain during your internship?  1 
D In what ways did your internship help you prepare for your career?  1 
G Did you know that there is a formal plan at the college that would help you transition from being a student to becoming a professional?  2 
H What information did you receive while you were an undergraduate student at the college about jobs/career opportunities after graduation?  1, 2 
I 
Describe your relationship with your faculty advisor at the college as a 
student. Did you get connections/advice from faculty/staff at the college 
during your full-time job search?  
2 
J How prepared did you feel you were for a job after graduation? Extremely prepared, somewhat prepared, not very prepared, or not at all prepared?  1, 2 
K 
Did you visit the Office of Career Services while you were an 
undergraduate student? If yes, how many times (between 1-3, between 4-7, 
between 8-10, over 10 times)?  
3 
L 
If you visited the Office of Career Services, which services did you use? 
(handshake, resume writing, interview skills, career counseling, business 
writing, communication skills, job search databases, etc.)  
3 
M 
Did you use any online websites (indeed.com, LinkedIn.com, etc.) for your 
job search at the end of your undergraduate schooling? Who made you 
aware of LinkedIn? Did you receive help designing your profile from the 




The study site was a medium-sized, public, liberal arts college in the northeastern 
United States with a total undergraduate enrollment of just over 8,000. Approximately 
63% of the currently enrolled students are female. The institution is roughly 50 years old 
and it has graduated over 26,000 students to date. The demographic breakdown of the 










1 Male Teacher Education Part-time Semester 
2 Female Political Science Subjective Full Year 
3 Female Political Science Occupational Mismatch Semester 
4 Female Psychology Low Income Semester 
5 Female Psychology Subjective Full Year 
6 Male Political Science Occupational Mismatch Semester 
7 Female Political Science Part-time Semester 
8 Female Political Science Occupational Mismatch Semester 
9 Female Psychology Part-time Semester 
10 Male Psychology Occupational Mismatch Semester 
11 Female Political Science Occupational Mismatch Semester 
12 Female Journalism Occupational Mismatch Semester 
13 Male Journalism Low Income Semester 
14 Male Sociology/ Psychology 
Occupational 
Mismatch Full Year 
15 Female Fine Arts Part-time Full Year 
16 Female English Occupational Mismatch Summer 
17 Female Political Science Subjective Semester 
18 Males English Occupational Mismatch Summer 




The participants were selected based on their responses to a Qualtrics screening 
survey. The study sample consisted of 19 participants across one focus group and 14 in-
depth, semi-structured interviews, which were conducted online using Zoom software. 
The focus group and all of the interviews were recorded with the participants’ prior 
informed consent. Informed consent was also verbally confirmed at the time of the focus 
group or interviews. The interviews were audio recorded, and (in some cases) video-
recorded, and the recordings subsequently transcribed and coded for emerging themes. 
All study participants met the following participant criteria:  
1. Graduated from the study college with a bachelor’s degree in liberal arts (the 
arts, humanities, languages, social sciences, and physical sciences) between 
2017 and 2019. 
2. Completed at least one internship while an undergraduate student. 
3. Self-identified as either objectively or subjectively underemployed.   
As previously mentioned, objective underemployment is determined by the three 
measures of (a) part-time workers desiring full-time work, (b) underemployed workers by 
low income, and (c) underemployed workers by occupational mismatch. Subjective 
underemployment is defined as the worker’s perception of being overqualified for a 
particular position.  
From the initial screening survey, 78 individuals responded, and 19 individuals 
(25% of the survey respondents) participated in the focus group/interview portion of the 
study. Approximately 32% of the participants identified themselves as male and the 
remaining 68% identified as female. The study was open to any liberal arts major (the 
arts, humanities, languages, social sciences, and physical sciences), and the participants 
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were clustered in seven major disciplines of study: english, history, journalism, teacher 
education, political science, psychology, and sociology. Three of these disciplines 
(journalism, teacher education, and political science) required an internship or field 
experience as part of the coursework to attain the bachelor’s degree but the remainder did 
not require an internship or field experience. All the participants self-identified as being 
underemployed in some fashion. Pseudonyms for the participants, the university, and any 
reference to other persons were used to keep identities confidential.  
Data Analysis and Findings 
Qualitative data collection employing focus group style and in-depth interviews 
were conducted. Using both of these approaches to answer the research questions helped 
to triangulate the collection methods (Creswell, 2009), leveraging the value of qualitative 
techniques designed to deepen the understanding of the phenomenon of study (Saldaña, 
2016). 
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship of baccalaureate PBL, 
in the form of internships, with liberal arts college graduate underemployment. The 
following section details the results of the participant data that was derived from the 
responses to the interview questions connected to the research questions. Each research 
question is presented in this section, along with a table that illustrates the emergent 
categories and themes that resulted from the participant data. Additional tables are 
included in this section to show the frequency of the participants’ responses. Finally, the 
participant’s quotations and examples are highlighted to indicate examples of each theme. 
A summary of all study findings concludes this chapter and leads into the researcher’s 
final recommendations.   
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Research Question 1 
What are liberal arts graduates’ perceptions of the effect internships have on 
postgraduate employment? The participants were asked about their experiences with 
finding employment after graduation and the skills they gained during the baccalaureate 
internship. Their responses provided insight into why the graduates chose to do 
internships and what value was provided as it related to their transition into the 
professional world. Their answers also provided insight into the specific skills that were 
gained during their internships. Table 4.3 displays the codes, categories, and themes that 
emerged from the participant responses to the interview questions associated with 
Research Question 1. 
Eight categories and three themes emerged from the coded data associated with 
the responses to questions about the graduates’ perception of the effect internships had on 
postgraduate employability. The categories and themes are discussed to provide context 
and to give specific examples of the thoughts, feelings, and experiences the participants 
shared during the interview portion of the study. 
Table 4.4 displays the methods the participants used to find an internship in 
response to Research Question 1. It is important to note that only the majors that required 
an internship offered internship lists to the students. The other students from different 
majors were largely on their own when it came to securing an internship experience.  
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Table 4.3  
Effect of Internships on Postgraduation Employment – Codes, Categories, and Themes 
Code Category Theme 
My friend hooked me up at her job; they only gave us 
local opportunities – nothing competitive; I already knew 
where I wanted to be; I looked online for internships; the 
department gave me a list of past internships to apply for. 




I had to find internship myself, I didn’t have any help; I 
couldn’t find anything I wanted; I had to settle for 
something I didn’t want to me the requirement; if I had 




Did my internship my last semester; had to wait until 
class schedule was lighter so I could fit in the internship 
hours; not meant for nontraditional students; I had to 
piece something together on the weekends; wish I had 
done the internship earlier than my last semester; I 
benefited from doing several internships. 
Timing of internship 
Not related to what I wanted to do; gained skills that I 
can transfer to other areas; in my filed, but not an area of 
interest for me; opened my eyes to different possibilities. 
Relation to 
major/area of interest 
Creating Career 
Opportunities 
It was a requirement; if it were up to me, I would’ve 
skipped it; only did it because it was required; very time 
consuming with school and work; my family told me to 
get an internship. 
Reasons for 
completing internship 
I was working retail, but I switched because I definitely 
needed experience in my field; everybody knows you 
need experience in your field; I had an uncle who went to 




Internship was boring; I manned the front desk; I 
answered phones and did clerical work; internship is 
what you make it; I came in with a plan of what 
experiences I wanted to have. 
Internship experience 
Taught me to balance school, work, family and 
internship; learned technology/systems in the field; 
taught me how an office really works; learned about 
interpersonal relationships and built communication 
skills; learned office etiquette; one-on-one conversations 
with managers taught me a lot; I got my foot in the door. 





Connecting There wasn’t a lot of help, so I learned to be self-reliant; I 
had to advocate for myself to get what I needed; I learned 
to speak up for myself; going through drama at school is 
a rite of passage; dealing with challenges in college is 






Methods for Finding an Internship 
Method for Finding 
an Internship P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
List from academic 
department X      X   X X      X X  6 
Matched by professor  X X   X              4 
Friends/Family    X X   X       X    X 5 
Advisor/Mentor             X       1 
Online job site            X        1 
Career Services  X      X            2 
Provided by external 
program 
X X  X    X      X      5 
 




Effect of Internships on Employment – Themes/Frequency of Response 
Method for Finding 
an Internship P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
Quality of internship X X X  X X X X X X   X X X X  X  14 
Creating career 
opportunities 





X X  X X X    X X X  X X X X X X 14 
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Quality of Internship. The main point that emerged from this theme is that not 
all internship opportunities are created equally. Part of this was due to the reason for 
students to secure an internship, and the other part of was due to the method of securing 
the internship. In majors where the internship was required, the academic department 
would give minimal guidance to the student; however, it was left up to the students to 
secure their own internship opportunity. Participant 3 stated:  
I mean, personally speaking for me, I didn’t like it because the internships are 
geared to people to students who don’t work . . . . If you’re free during the day, 
live with your parents, and don’t have bills, then the internship can work for you 
because you have more choices. Because the internship for me, I wanted to work 
with a congressman or something, and due to the fact that I was working my job 
during the day and going to school at night, that opportunity wasn’t afforded to 
me. 
This notion is supported by another participant who had both positive and negative 
experiences. Participant 12 lamented:  
When it came time to get the internship, I felt very alone because I didn’t have 
any resources. I had to do it all by myself and, even with that, what I found, it 
wasn’t even really connected to my interests. It was something totally different. 
But they accepted it, because it was like, basically, the last week, and I’d been 
trying to find something. I think they give us, like it was a month, and it was the 
last week when I was finally able to secure an internship, so it was really hard by 
myself, and I didn’t get much help.  
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Conversely, Participant 11 had a very positive experience by sourcing and 
choosing the internship experience on their own and received support from a faculty 
advisor and mentor. Participant 11 recalled how well the internship experience turned 
out:  
Well, it actually worked out for me as well because of the advocacy work that I 
do already do within my community. I had already interacted with Congressman 
X, and we already knew each other, and so when I told my mentor in college that 
I truly believe that I should be placed with the congressman and he agreed 
because of my strong background. And, so, my internship was at Congressman 
X’s office as a community liaison member. It was a great experience, and I still 
have a relationship with the congressman to this day. 
Creating Career Opportunities. There was a sense among many participants 
that they needed relevant experience on their resumes whether they enjoyed the actual 
internship or not. Many of the participants complained about having to do the internship 
while still acknowledging the value of the experience. Participant 6 stated: 
So, even though the internship didn’t benefit me, per se, when I have kids, I 
definitely want them to have the experience. And I’ll support them financially, so 
they won’t have to work and will have the time to do an unpaid internship and 
gain experience. 
Meanwhile, Participant 4, who was a student parent, mentioned that while carving out the 
time for the internship was challenging, they knew they needed to do it for their future: 
Although it was a hassle. But I also knew that once I graduated, I needed to stay 
competitive in the job market. Because I’ve heard a lot of stories of like friends 
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and family who graduated without any type of experience or internship or 
anything like that, and it’s really difficult for them to find work. So, I said that, 
you know, even if it’s just like a small part-time internship in my field, I just want 
to make sure that it’s on my resume. 
Participant 2 was involved in multiple internships including several different types of 
experiential learning. After floundering early on in their academic career, they were 
extremely proactive in career exploration and seeking out learning experiences outside 
the classroom.   
I feel like the internship is what you make it. I had a lot of friends who just came 
to class and left. But I was like, “I will just do everything. The school has a lot to 
offer.” I was in a bunch of clubs, and I had no idea what I wanted to do. So, I’m in 
my last 2 years. I really had to go hard and just get a bunch of experiences so that 
I could have something on my resume for jobs, because at the time, all I had was, 
like, babysitting. So, they taught me that I have to do volunteer work, and I have 
to do an internship to be taken seriously in the job market. In my internship, I 
started out manning the phones at the front desk, but soon after I spoke to the 
chief of staff about doing more projects, which they eventually let me take on a 
couple things. 
Industry Relevant Knowledge Skills and Abilities. Many participants’ 
comments highlighted the need for extracurricular career exploration. Many commented 
that while they may have had one or two impactful classes, the internship was the thing 
that allowed them to grow professionally and connect the theoretical knowledge with the 
actual professional practice. In fact, several suggested that doing more than one 
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internship at various times during their college career would have been the most helpful 
career development tool.  
Table 4.6 summarizes the skills that the participants say they gained during their 
internship experiences.  
Participant 7 made a point:  
I wasn’t thinking 5 years ahead each time, I was just trying to pass my classes, get 
in, get out. Honestly, I wanted to major in social work, but I chose liberal arts so 
that I could graduate quicker. When I finally did my internship, it was in the last 
semester before I graduated. I absolutely hated it, and if I had done the internship 
earlier, I would’ve found that out sooner rather than later.  
Another participant noted that his internship broadened what they thought their field was 
all about. Participant 13 noted: 
I got an internship in my last semester. It was the last requirement for my 
graduation, and it was last minute, so I had to take it even though it wasn’t my 
area of interest. But when I got there, it opened my eyes to new possibilities, and I 
wish I had found this out earlier. At that point, I had already taken all my electives 
in one area, and had I known this was out there, I might’ve made some changes in 




Skills Gained by Participants from Internship Experiences 
Skills P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
How things work/Inner 
workings of an office X X X  X X X X X X   X X X X  X  14 
Critical thinking/ 
Analysis X X X X  X X X   X X X X X  X X X 15 
Balancing work/school/ 
life responsibilities  X X X X  X X X X X    X X X X X 14 
Office etiquette   X  X X   X X X  X X X X X X  12 
Business writing      X X     X   X X  X  6 
Managing office 
politics X X  X X  X        X X X   8 
New ways of doing 
things X       X X X   X     X X 7 
Advocating for 
myself/others  X  X X  X  X X  X  X X   X  10 
Communication/ 
Building rapport 
  X X  X X  X X X  X X X  X  X 12 
Technology  X X    X X     X    X X X 8 
Networking X X  X  X  X X X X   X  X X X  12 
Industry-relevant 
knowledge, skills, and 
abilities in connecting 




Finally, Participant 6 expressed that only one or two classes made an impression, but the 
internship is what gave the college career meaning: 
Frankly, the classes were something I just had to get through. I can’t say that 
remember any of them. But now, I actually work in a rival company from where I 
did my internship, and that really got my foot in the door. Seeing that name on my 
resume made them give me a second look. Knowing that I had experience with 
the software to capture case notes and log visits is what got me the job.  
Research Question 2 
Do liberal arts graduates’ experiences of transitioning from higher education into 
the professional world match the prescribed model that liberal arts institutions have 
created to transition them to full, postgraduation employment? The participants were 
asked about their experiences finding employment after graduation and the skills they 
gained during their internships. Their responses provided insight into why graduates 
chose to do internships and what value was provided as it related to their transition into 
the professional world. Their answers also provided insight into the specific skills that 
were gained during their internships. Table 4.7 displays the codes, categories, and themes 
that emerged from the participant responses to the interview questions associated with 
Research Question 2. 
Seven categories and three themes emerged from the coded data associated with 
the responses to questions about what information the participants received at the college 
regarding employment after graduation. The participants gave specific examples of how 
they formulated a career plan after graduation and the tools/information they were given 
to make informed decisions. The categories and themes were discussed to provide insight 
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Transition from Student to Professional – Codes, Categories, and Themes 
Code Category Theme 
At the college, no one ever talked to me about life after school; 
I had no relationship at all with my faculty advisor; I know I 
didn’t take advantage of the available resources; I was 
misadvised several times, so I didn’t trust them to give good 
advice. 
Failure of formal 
support structures 
Lack of support for 
career planning 
I received information about licensing courses; I was told I’d 
need to get a master’s degree if I wanted to stay in the field; my 
professor wrote me a recommendation for grad school 
application; my professor told me to focus on getting good 
grades instead of finding an internship. 
Push for additional 
education 
I was not at all prepared for a career as a manager; the 
internship was a lie – you can’t get the real deal when you’re 
temporary; working my internship helped me to know what I 
don’t want in a career; I felt prepared for more school but not 
for a job. 
Inadequate career 
preparation 
The tenured professors didn’t take advising students seriously; I 
had a sense that the system wasn’t built for me to succeed; I felt 
like professors were just trying to check a box; the staff are not 
helpful. 
Faculty advising 
Not many opportunities for night students; internships were 
built for younger traditional students who didn’t work during 
the day; no offices were open after 6 p.m. or on weekends; 
nontraditional students are forgotten – nobody cared about us; I 
always missed my advisor’s office hours; I couldn’t attend the 
job fairs unless I took off from work. 
Access to support 
services 




I’ve always been working since high school; I’m a parent and 
need to work to provide for my daughter; I come from a West 
Indian family, so I need to contribute to my household; I had to 
work during the day and take classes at night; my parents 
moved here to give us a better opportunity, so I need to 
contribute what I can. 
The need to work while 
in school 
I was part of the CUNY Edge Program, and they gave me 
resources and support; the CUNY Pipeline Program gave me 
experience and information to transition to a career in higher 
education; I joined the male initiative program on campus, and 
they gave me support; I got lots of support because I was a part 
of Student Government and the University Student Senate. 
External systems of 
support 
Mentorship There was one professor who took an interest in me; I got more 
career advice from my manager at work than I did from school; 
the judge from my internship spent one-on-one time with me; I 
would run ideas by my supervisor for next steps; dealing with 
my advisor taught me to bring my “A” game; I went to my 
older cousins and friends who were a few years ahead of me for 





Table 4.8 displays the emergent themes and frequency that were derived from the 
participant responses to Research Question 2. 
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Table 4.8 
Transition from Student to Professional – Themes and Frequency of Responses 
Theme P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
Lack of support for 
career planning X  X X X X X X X X X  X X X X  X X 16 




  X X  X X  X X   X    X  X 9 





Lack of Support from Faculty and Advisors. Another emergent theme 
informing the motivational factors in our framework is the perceived lack of support from 
faculty and advisors for prioritizing experiential learning along with, or even above, 
general course requirements. Faculty, in particular, serve as a critical source of academic 
support for students (Tinto, 2006). Whenever faculty engage students in critical thought 
about social issues in their community or relevant opportunities to apply their 
coursework, students report more positive career outcomes (Fouad et al., 2009). When 
asked about their experience with faculty, recommendations for pursuing internships, and 
general resources career development, the participants shared the common experience 
that most faculty do not support, and in some cases, discourage, students from pursuing 
experiential learning opportunities. When asked about the relationship with faculty 
advisors, Participant 10 shared:  
We never talked about internships or research or anything like that, not for us at 
least. They [professors] made it seem like research was for graduate school . . . . 
Maybe they thought we were already doing what we had to outside of our classes 
to get where we wanted to go. There was only one professor that took the time to 
talk with me about my life or career, but I think they would if I was able to take 
the time to go to office hours or something. . . . I know my advisor recommended 
I go to the career center, but even she said . . . I didn’t need to do an internship to 
graduate.  
This sentiment was echoed by other graduates who remembered being pushed to focus on 
getting good grades rather than taking on the extra responsibility of an internship. 
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Participant 5, a psychology major, reported being actively discouraged from an getting 
into an internship:  
My professor let me know that if I wanted to stay in the field [psychology], I 
would need to go to grad school. In order to get into a good grad school program, 
I needed high grades. It made sense at the time, but I wasn’t planning to go 
straight to grad school for financial reasons. When I got out and tried to get a job 
without having any experience on my resume, it really hurt me. I guess they were 
trying to prepare me to teach psychology—but I definitely don’t want that. It 
would’ve been nice to hear about other options in the field so that I could get 
relevant experience. It’s not really fair because I was pushed in the wrong 
direction.  
Lack of Access to Support for Nontraditional Students. Several participants 
spoke of not being able to access support services even if they wanted them. They 
complained that the offices and systems that were designed to help them were not 
available during the times they were on campus. Nontraditional students who took classes 
at night spoke about the disadvantages they faced when trying to access many services at 
the college. Participant 3 stated “this college is for 19-year-olds that have no 
responsibilities and live with their parents.” Participant 12 was even more candid in 
saying:  
They don’t care about us. . . . If you’re not on campus before 5 p.m., good luck 
getting help with anything! My faculty advisor’s office hours were during the day, 
and all the support offices, like career services, advisement, and tutoring closed at 
4:45 p.m., if you’re lucky. The only thing open late was the Bursar’s Office. I just 
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couldn’t afford to take off work, and there didn’t seem be a desire at the college to 
be flexible. I felt like the tenured professors don’t really take students seriously, 
they just want to check a box.  
Mentorship. A trend emerged among several participants of a single mentor or an 
external university program that did provide mentorship when it came to completing their 
degree and/or transitioning into the professional world. The graduates mentioned a single 
professor or internship manager who took an interest in their future and helped them with 
advice and support, or relationships that could ease their transition into a career. 
Participant 14 mentioned a professor who mentored him and gave him information on a 
university-wide program: 
If it wasn’t for Dr. N, I don’t know where I’d be now. He always kept me on my 
toes in class and pushed my thinking forward. He’s actually the one that told me 
about the University Pipeline program and wrote a recommendation for me to get 
in. That program provided me with training, internships, and additional 
mentorship to get into higher education. What I didn’t get on campus was 
replaced with what I received from University Pipeline, so I guess I didn’t really 
miss anything. 
This seemed to be a reoccurring theme with the graduates. Participant 2 mentioned the 
services they received from the University Edge program, which not only provided 
access to financial support for student parents, but also focused on job training and 
required an internship as part of the program: 
University Edge provided me access to city services and free childcare. I also had 
to complete a certain number of internship hours to stay in the program, and they 
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even gave me a stipend for that . . . it was my University Edge counselor that 
helped me create my resume and prepped me for interviews. She always pushed 
me to get good experience and followed up every month or so to make sure I was 
on track.   
There seemed to be a consistent idea that whatever support systems were lacking at the 
college, there were ways to replace them if the student was lucky and proactive enough to 
find them. 
Research Question 3 
How do liberal arts students interact with the Office of Career Services, and what 
barriers do liberal arts graduates face when attempting to interact with Career Services 
to obtain employment opportunities commensurate with their level of education? The 
participants were asked about their experience with the Office of Career Services and 
which services they utilized (if any) to find and/or prepare themselves for the process of 
finding professional employment after graduation. Their responses provided insight into 
the use of the Office of Career Services and what challenges they faced in accessing 
support that is designed to prepare them for the professional world after graduation. Their 
answers also provided insight into the specific online and offline resources accessed 
during their job search process. Table 4.7 displays the codes, categories, and themes that 
emerged from the participant responses to the interview questions associated with 
Research Question 3. 
Three categories and two themes emerged from the coded data associated with the 
responses to questions about the participants’ interaction with the office of career 
services. The categories and themes are discussed to provide insight into the student use 
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of career services and, more specifically, which services the participants found helpful. 
Additionally, the participants gave specifics about how they gained the knowledge and 
skills to obtain adequate employment after graduation.  
Table 4.9 displays the breakdown of the answers and the number of times the 
participants visited Career Services during their entire academic career.   
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Table 4.9 
Participant Visits to Career Services 
Number of Visits to 
Career Services P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
0 X  X  X X X   X  X  X X   X X 11 
1–3        X   X     X X   4 
4–7    X                1 
8–10         X    X       2 




Table 4.10 outlines the categorization and themes that were derived from the 
participant responses to Research Question 2. 
Table 4.10 
Interaction with Career Services – Codes, Categories and Themes 
Code Category Theme 
I never went to the office of Career Services; they were 
nice, but they just weren’t helpful; it was a waste of time 
for me – they focused on students from certain majors – 
outside of that, you were on your own; they were very 
nice but not helpful at all; I already had a job, so I didn’t 
need career services; they only helped the people with 
high GPAs,; I went in one time, but the experience left a 
bad taste in my mouth, and I never went back; every time 
I tried to go to career services, they were closed. 





I went to Career Services to print out copies of my 
resume; I went to Career Services to speak to the career 
coaches; I knew I wanted to travel and possibly work 
abroad, so they helped me explore that; I took advantage 
of all services (resume, interview skills, internship, etc.); 
I read the weekly email each week to see if there were 
any good opportunities. 
Career Services 
utilization 
I didn’t even think to go to Career Services – I trusted the 
people in my department to help me get a job; I went to 
family and friends for career advice and relationships; I 
used online job sites to job leads; there’s no excuses – not 
getting a job wasn’t an option; I used online forums and 
social media to connect with like-minded people and get 
job opportunities; all the jobs I’ve had since graduation 
have come from my connections; it was hard, but if you 
can advocate for myself at York, then I know I can 
advocate for myself out in the professional world. 
Method for getting a 
job 
Self-efficacy in 
career development  
 
Table 4.11 displays the emergent themes and frequency that were derived from 
the participant responses to Research Question 3.  
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Table 4.11 
Interaction with Career Services – Themes/Frequency of Responses 
Number of Visits to 
Career Services P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 P17 P18 P19 Total 
Missed opportunities in 
Career Services X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X  X X 18 
Self-efficacy in 




Missed Opportunities in Career Services. The overwhelming majority of the 
participants in the study never visited the Office of Career Services. Most graduates 
remembered receiving a monthly email, but as visiting the office, speaking to a career 
counselor, or utilizing the online services, that did not occur. When asked about visiting 
career services, one participant joked that they didn’t even know where the office was 
located saying: 
Truthfully, I can’t remember going to career services ever—I don’t even know 
where they’re located. If you didn’t have a 4.0 or major in business or one of the 
health professions, I always got the sense that there wasn’t much there for you. 
They were more interested in making themselves look better than helping average 
students. 
For others, it was not ignorance but a purposeful avoidance of the office due to a general 
feeling that the staff were unable or unwilling to help them. Participant 16 recalled an 
instance where they went to career services and were identified as a prime candidate for a 
summer internship program in Washington, D.C., but that fell through: 
The counselor told me about an internship for women of color in Washington, 
D.C. She was helping me to get the application together, but when she learned 
that I was a parent of a young daughter, she said she didn’t feel comfortable 
putting me forward for the opportunity. She never bothered to ask if I had the 
support to complete the program requirements. It was like once she found out 
there was no glory in it for her ,she was no longer interested in helping me. I’m 
not gonna lie, it left a bad taste in my mouth, and I never went back there again. 
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There was a sense, though, that when participants worked with the resources in 
the Office of Career Services, they were exceptional. Two participants specifically 
reported having extremely positive experiences at the Office of Career Services. They 
recalled utilizing the services more than eight times during their undergraduate career and 
one participant even used the services as an alumnus. Participant 2 spoke about many 
positive experiences in the Office of Career Services:  
I don’t know about everyone else, but I stayed up in the Office of Career Services. 
I did multiple internships and externships. I was involved with the Thurgood 
Marshall program and used the online service to source career opportunities. I 
made sure to upload my resume to the online system so I could be notified of 
potential matches. There are lots of opportunities there if you look and are 
persistent. My perspective was that these folks work for me, so why not use the 
services.  
Self-Efficacy in Obtaining Employment. Self-efficacy played an important role 
in self-regulation of motivation, informing a person’s psychological estimate of potential 
success when acting within their environment (Bandura, 1999). The belief as to whether 
successful outcomes are probable influence how much effort a person exerts on a task or 
endures through a specific challenge, whether in their personal life or the workplace. The 
degree to which a person is efficacious regarding their work behavior will also determine 
whether any given situation—including perceived underemployment—is motivating 
enough for that individual to seek additional resources or opportunities, or it is simply 
demoralizing to the extent that they simply resign all effort and externalize responsibility. 
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This theme of self-belief was found throughout the various interviews when the 
participants were asked about pursuing a career after graduation.  
Despite expressing frustration with the shortcomings of the offices and systems 
designed to assist them in transitioning out of school, there seemed to be a consistent 
sense of belief in the participants’ ability to be successful no matter what. Many 
participants indicated that the difficult process of overcoming obstacles to obtain their 
bachelor’s degrees was the best lesson they received during their entire undergraduate 
career. Participant 4 expressed it in this way: 
If I could overcome this, I can overcome anything. Going through everything I 
went through at the college really made me find my own voice. I realized that if I 
could advocate for myself in school, then I could do it in my professional life as 
well. Not being successful isn’t an option. 
Many students talked about taking a “gap year” or two to get some work 
experience under their belts and then wading back into more schooling or more focused 
career development. There was a sense of recognition that they were in the early stages of 
their careers and the underemployment they experienced was a temporary condition. This 
sentiment was best expressed by Participant 7, when they said:  
Sure, I feel overqualified for the job I’m in now, and I’d like to be making more 
money, but I have a plan for my future. I’m building my resume now so that the 
next job will be more in line with the responsibility and salary I deserve. I’m 
setting myself up for success in whatever I choose to do, whether that’s going 
back to school or maybe even changing industries.  
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Summary of Results 
This qualitative, phenomenological study was designed to explore how liberal arts 
graduates’ perceptions of their baccalaureate PBL, in the form of internships, affected 
their postgraduate employability. More specifically, this study focused on understanding 
how undergraduate internships affected postgraduate underemployment.  
The open coding techniques produced a large volume of data. The data resulting 
from the coding process summarized many coding descriptions, which were consistent 
with the interview participants’ perceptions of the role of baccalaureate internships in 
postgraduate employability. The results of this study produced four major findings. The 
findings provided new information about how the use of internships can affect liberal arts 
underemployment. Chapter 5 outlines the four major findings, discusses how the findings 
relate to the body of literature presented in Chapter 2, and the implications the findings 
have for higher education institutions, practitioners, and for future researchers. Chapter 5 




Chapter 5: Discussion 
Introduction 
Chapter 5 provides a comprehensive review of the study’s purpose, the nature of 
the study, and the rationale for conducting the study. This chapter discusses how the 
findings support the literature pertaining to the field of experiential learning. It also 
discusses the research findings and how they link to the body of knowledge presented in 
the field of experiential learning and shows the limitations of the study. This chapter also 
highlights the recommendations and the rationale for continued research. The chapter 
ends by discussing the implication for positive change within higher education, as well as 
the study’s overall conclusion.  
This study was conducted to learn the opinions of liberal arts graduates regarding 
how their employability had been affected by their baccalaureate internship experience. 
This qualitative research study explored the relationship between baccalaureate 
internships and underemployment. The respondents in the study were recent liberal arts 
college graduates from an urban public university who completed at least one internship 
as an undergraduate and self-identified as being underemployed. The study explored the 
perceptions of the graduates as they reflected on their student internship experience and 
its impact on their ability to successfully transition from higher education to a fully 
employed professional within their field. 
This research study was conducted using a convenience sample of graduates who 
received a bachelor of arts degree in a liberal arts discipline between the years of 2017 
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and 2019. This study used a focus group and one-on-one interviews with interview 
questions created by the researcher to explore the experiences and develop themes about 
the graduates’ employability. Initially, 75 individuals responded to the screening survey 
and a total of 19 individuals (25% of the survey respondents) participated in the focus 
group and the one-on-one interviews. Each of the participants completed their full 
interviews. 
The results of this study produced four major findings. The findings provide new 
information about how the use of internships can affect liberal arts graduates’ perception 
of postgraduate underemployment. The four major findings are:  
1. Liberal arts graduates with high levels of self-efficacy who were proactive 
about curating their experiential learning opportunities perceived lower levels 
of underemployment. 
2. The quality of the internship experience plays a large role in the perceived 
effect on liberal arts graduate employability. 
3. Academic internships and career counseling are more effective if introduced 
early on and revisited multiple times throughout a liberal arts student’s 
academic career. 
4. The lack of accessibility of support resources is perceived as an antecedent of 
underemployment for nontraditional liberal arts graduates. 
This study has ramifications for higher education institutions, practitioners, and researchers 
alike. The implications that stem from the findings are highlighted in the next section. 
Implications of Findings 
The findings from this study amplify the perspective of liberal arts graduates on 
the efficacy of the liberal arts degree, in general, and internships, specifically. The 
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findings from this study add to the body of knowledge on experiential learning, career 
advisement, and liberal arts graduate employability. This research could potentially 
impact a variety of audiences. First, college students, frequently burdened by increasing 
costs, ballooning student debt, and worries about the job market after graduation, may 
gravitate toward degree programs with experiential learning components, such as 
internships, to bolster their chances at adequate employment outcomes. Second, higher 
education faculty and administrators, as they attempt to better align their program 
offerings with the realities of the job market, may choose to require internships in their 
degree programs. The research can have broad implications for higher education 
specifically in career services, faculty advisement, and student success.  
For higher education institutions, this study offers pragmatic considerations for 
supporting liberal arts students. As mentioned in Chapter 2, one of the primary goals of 
colleges and universities is to form human capital and make students into more 
productive workers (Vedder et al., 2013). This issue is significant within higher education 
as students who complete their coursework and attain a bachelor’s degree expect to 
receive a substantial economic benefit that typically lasts over their lifetime (Abel et al., 
2014). When that benefit fails to materialize, the value of persisting to attain a college 
degree is called into question. Therefore, improving the employment outcomes of liberal 
arts graduates should be a high priority. The information from this study can help higher 
education institutions respond to this need with improved strategies, policies, and 
communication that can affect how liberal arts graduates perceive the overall value of 
their bachelor’s degree.  
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For practitioners within student support services, advisement, and career services, 
this study can provide support for key elements that can change the way liberal arts 
students are supported. The information contained in this study can support overall 
student success and may very well be the basis for career advisement models that are 
better coordinated between academic affairs and student affairs. Additionally, this 
research could establish a basis for devoting additional resources and staff toward 
methods and programs that are already working but could be effective for more than just 
a small slice of the liberal arts student body.  
For researchers, this study contributes new information to the existing body of 
knowledge on the benefit of cooperative education, experiential learning, and internship 
programs. While researchers have studied the topic of experiential learning and 
unemployment extensively, there is a dearth of scholarship on this specific population—
liberal arts graduates combined with the condition of underemployment. Finally, the 
findings from this study provide researchers with a foundation for examining issues of equity 
in educational outcomes for marginalized populations. 
Major Finding 1  
Liberal arts graduates with high levels of self-efficacy who were proactive about 
curating their experiential learning opportunities perceived lower levels of 
underemployment. The results suggest that more positive career services experiences for 
undergraduate students can mitigate perceived underemployment after graduation. The 
effect of focusing on strong career services programming could potentially lead to 
increased value for alumni affairs and development offices. The participants in this study 
who found their way to career services and engaged with that office multiple times had 
very positive things to say about their interaction, and they tended to perceive their 
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underemployment as a temporary condition, not a permanent destination. This supports 
earlier research by Steffy (2017) who stated, “While some respondents report being 
overqualified at no choice of their own and are struggling to find better work, many 
others narrate their overqualification experience as voluntary” (p. 467), meaning that they 
see underemployment as a necessary, albeit temporary, part of the transition from college 
to the workplace.  
Graduates who were proactive about curating the experiential learning experience 
also tended to have more than one internship and/or multiple types of experiential 
learning (i.e., internship, studying abroad, service learning, etc.). This led to a greater 
probability of finding work within their chosen field and/or more realistic expectations of 
their career trajectory. The handful of participants who exhibited this behavior in this 
study were more likely to see their perceived underemployment as a small part of the 
career journey, not a final destination. 
The findings suggest that self-efficacy may also contribute to internship-seeking 
behavior during a student’s undergraduate program, but the data could not fully capture 
those results. Those who were struggling with self-efficacy seemed to also struggle with 
social comparison, competition, and a sense of responsibility to support their families. 
This finding is in line with research that shows that students with high self-efficacy tend 
to be more committed and intentional with their career planning and goal setting (Lent et 
al., 1996).  
Major Finding 2 
The quality of the internship experience plays a large role in the perceived effect 
on liberal arts graduate employability. Major Finding 2 was born out by several 
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participants who almost unequivocal believed that the availability of the internship 
opportunities were scarce at the college, and the process by which students could identify 
them was unclear. Many participants were unable to distinguish between general 
internships and academic internships. The ubiquity of the general term “internship” 
seemed prevalent among the participants, as they all had some sense of what an 
internship was, based on word of mouth or campus resources.  
However, the process by which one could source and prepare for an internship 
was unclear and inconsistent from discipline to discipline. Many participants described it 
as “hit or miss,” and while some were directed to career services, others were directed to 
the academic department. Still, others relied on friends and family to secure an internship 
opportunity. The participants perceived getting an internship as being a function of luck 
rather than a well-thought-out experience designed to assist them in building a career 
portfolio and increasing their employability. Part of this perception had to do with choice, 
as several graduates expressed the belief that if they had more agency to choose their 
internship experience, it would have been more valuable to them. In fact, some 
participants lamented that most of the options available were one-note, noncompetitive, 
and low quality, so it is not surprising that they perceived the value of the internship 
experience was lacking.  
Pintrich (2003) observed that students who believe they have more personal 
control of their own learning and behavior are more likely to do well and achieve at a 
higher level. Students who perceive a deeper relevance and personal ownership of their 
education may pursue opportunities to achieve their career aspirations during their 
undergraduate years. This suggests that professors should give students more flexibility 
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to identify how best to demonstrate their learning experience. In doing so, faculty should 
consider providing students with credit for pursuing high impact practices as part of their 
course requirements. 
Major Finding 3 
Academic internships and career counseling are more effective if introduced early 
and revisited multiple times throughout liberal arts students’ academic careers. Major 
Finding 3 was illustrated by several participants expressing regret, after completing an 
internships, that the experience occurred at the last possible moment of their college 
careers. This sentiment was prevalent regardless of the positivity or negativity perceived 
by the graduates. Additionally, the participants indicated that, in hindsight, they wished 
for more opportunities to explore internships than the single-major class requirement.  
Of the 14 study participants, 68% did an internship as part of a required class for 
their major, and an overwhelming majority of the participants said that if before 
completing their internship experience, they had been given the option, they would have 
skipped it altogether. This sentiment did change after they completed the experience for 
the most part. However, this indicates that liberal arts graduates’ initial perceptions of the 
value of an internship is not a function of the requirement but of the belief that the 
experience is somehow unnecessary or even counter-productive to attaining a degree and 
becoming a professional. In fact, the participants with no required internship indicated 
that, in some cases, they were actually discouraged by faculty members from looking for 
internship opportunities. A pattern emerged that many of the students did not believe 
taking on an internship was cost-effective when weighed against the lost time for degree-
required courses. The participants felt that faculty and staff did not promote the value of 
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experiential learning enough, and at times, discouraged those activities in favor of an 
academic focus on completing degree requirements. The participants believed the college 
should have put in more efforts to promote the value and existence of internship 
opportunities. As students, the participants failed to recognize the value of engaging in 
internships throughout their undergraduate studies to develop proper career portfolios.  
Additionally, this study revealed that the liberal arts students believed that faculty 
advisors and other professors were credible sources when it came to suggestions for both 
academic and career development behaviors. But also, there was a very pronounced 
emphasis is on graduation rather than comprehensive career-readiness of the general 
student population. The participants indicated that graduation was the priority. In some 
cases, this was due to outside family pressures to finish school as quickly as possible so 
that they could more fully contribute to their households. Still, it was also clear that the 
participants encountered a common message from professors and staff that graduation is 
the ultimate goal of the collegiate experience. As stated in Chapter 2, one of the primary 
goals of colleges and universities is to form human capital and make students into more 
productive workers (Vedder et al., 2013), so the common message that graduation is the 
ultimate goal is not inaccurate. The purpose of pursuing a degree is to attain it, however, 
it stands out that the participants noted a somewhat competitive nature between activities 
relating to career readiness and their traditional coursework. With increasing demands for 
students to complete their undergraduate degree in 4 years or less, several participants 
simply did not see the value in delaying the time or possibly expending more money to 
complete courses over the summer to fit in the scheduling demands of an internship. This 
finding highlights the need for colleges to support students pursuing an academic 
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internship as necessary aspects of their curriculum instead of an optional or 
counterintuitive requirement.  
Major Finding 4  
The lack of accessibility of career support resources is perceived as an antecedent 
of underemployment for both traditional students, with less-popular majors, and 
nontraditional liberal arts graduates. Major Finding 4 of this study was derived from the 
responses of an overwhelming majority of the participants who were nontraditional 
students. The lack of their ability to access career support services, coupled with the 
perception that their field of study was not supported by the career services office, was 
cited as a major barrier to the graduates’ successful transition to a professional job. Over 
70% of the study participants indicated they were on campus mainly after 5:00 p.m. due 
to daytime work constraints, and 35% of the participants identified themselves as student 
parents with primary responsibility for a minor child, or they were the primary caretakers 
for elderly parents. Given these numbers, it is not surprising that 57% of the study 
participants indicated that they never visited the Office of Career Services. Another 28% 
said they had visited the office between one and three times throughout their entire 
college career. Just 15% of the participants visited the office of career service more than 
four times and indicated that the visit was very helpful to their career exploration goals. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, these numbers are slightly worse than the national average, 
where just 53% of graduates with social science degrees say they visited career services 
as undergraduates, while just under half of arts and humanities majors (48%) and 
sciences majors (45%) say the same about vising their colleges’ career services (Gallup, 
2016). What this finding exposed is a clear lack of confidence and belief from liberal arts 
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students that they could get advice or resources from career services that would improve 
their employment prospects.  
Limitations 
This section addresses the limitations of this study, which are distinctly different 
from the delimitations. The limitations are conditions that are not controlled by the 
researcher and that influence the design and outcome of the study. The delimitations are 
conditions that are controlled by the researcher and that influence the design and outcome 
of the study.  
Although the study’s findings are linked with the current literature, this research 
study did have limitations when it came to the distributions of majors. Although the 
researcher attempted to obtain graduates with a broad swath of liberal arts majors, most 
of the participants came from the social sciences—political science and psychology to be 
exact (Table 4.2). This was most likely a function of the study design as the graduates 
had to participate in an internship to be eligible for the study. In the higher education 
institution where this study was conducted, Journalism, Political Science, and Teacher 
Educations are liberal arts majors that require an internship as part of a requirement to 
attain a bachelor’s degree.  
This study was limited in the area of gender as well. Only 31% of the survey 
participants were male, which may have limited the study’s ability to be generalized to 
males.  
While underemployment is pervasive in a variety of demographics, 
underemployment manifests differently within each subset (Tunceli, 2007; Vera-Toscano 
et al., 2004). Thus, the underemployment experiences of this study’s population may be 
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unique and predicated upon their specific academic and career preparations. The 
population for this study could be considered unique and specific, given that they were all 
recent liberal arts graduates from the same institution. Future replications of this study 
could include a more varied sampling from multiple public and private institutions of 
higher learning to ensure a more representative sample of students. 
Finally, the geographic location of this population may have aided in this college-
to-career transition, as well, as Vera-Toscano et al. (2004) found that individuals in urban 
areas were less likely than individuals in rural areas to experience underemployment. 
With a population of over 8,000,000 in the city in which the site university is located, it is 
considered an urban environment, thus perhaps possibly aiding in the college-to-career 
transition for the participant of this study. 
The limitations of this study provide the need to conduct additional research. The 
areas of recommendation are listed in the next section.  
Recommendations for Future Practice  
Five recommendations for future practice regarding liberal arts graduate 
employability are outlined in this section. The recommendations, based on the findings 
from this study, offer considerations for addressing the perceived shortcomings in the 
current system of advising, internship curation, and accessibility of support services.  
1. Implement a 4-year holistic, integrated career development program designed 
to explicitly highlight the value of internships to prepare students for gainful 
employment. 
2. Craft a college experience that fits with the actual students who attend the 
school, and implement university-wide changes within academic affairs, 
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advisement, and student support services that value the unique perspectives of 
nontraditional students. 
3. Employ a continuous marketing campaign for students via print, digital, web, 
and social media narratives of students from diverse disciplines completing 
internships and successfully receiving desirable employment. 
4. Give students a measure of control and flexibility around how they curate 
internship experiences, and reward them for the learning that takes place 
outside of the classroom. 
5. Implement a mentorship program that is designed to formalize the benefits 
that students receive from external programs to address the lack of support 
and connections that students do not currently have. 
Future Practice Recommendation 1 
To combat the inconsistent messaging about the value of internship opportunities 
for liberal arts students, the college should coordinate advising and faculty messaging so 
that students have more consistent information and more access to opportunities on and 
off campus. This would include collaboration between academic affairs, career 
development, and student affairs for the benefit of liberal arts students’ developing career 
portfolios. 
This recommendation would involve developing and implementing a 4-year 
holistic, integrated career development program that is introduced in collaboration with 
undergraduate advisors, the Office of Career Services and other related career readiness 
professionals. The program would begin as soon as the college experience starts with 
freshmen and would include a mandatory first-year career exploration series for all 
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freshmen and transfer students who would be divided into cohorts based on their 
proposed majors. It would be a classroom discussion-based series that would meet 
throughout the fall and spring terms and be facilitated by student affairs’ employees as a 
campus-wide initiative, and it would be supervised by the university’s first-year 
experience program. Facilitators would guide their freshmen and transfer cohorts through 
a combination of prearranged reflections, assignments, and discussions that emphasize 
personal introspection and discovery of critical knowledge, skills, and abilities relating to 
the students’ career interests. The student learning outcome would be a list, generated by 
the student, of potential target occupations. 
During the second year of enrollment, students would meet with career center 
advisors, and other career readiness professionals within the department, to identify 
potential experiential learning opportunities that best aligned with building the students’ 
identified knowledge, skills, and abilities. Remaining within their cohorts, the student 
would continue to meet in their program sessions. This time would be reserved for 
practice in resume writing, interviewing, and networking along with their cohort and 
facilitator. They would also be provided with a list of in-person and online career and 
skill-based workshops that they would have to complete to receive a certification of 
attendance. By the end of their second year, students should have identified and, if 
possible, secured a relevant internship to bolster their career readiness. 
The third year of the program would coincide with a formal declaration of a major 
program of study, and students would not meet with their cohorts as much as they would 
be focusing on acquiring industry-related skills and knowledge from the upper-division 
courses. Students would reduce in-person meetings with the cohort, but they would 
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continue to share professional contacts, feedback of issues experienced during their prior 
learning experiences, and reflections on personal growth. By the fourth year, students 
should have assembled a strong portfolio consisting of appropriate internships and co-
curricular activities that helped them meet the minimum qualifications for gainful 
employment within their respective career fields. During this last year, students would 
engage in a cohort- or team-based career capstone program that would demonstrate their 
combined knowledge and skills they acquired from their time in the program. 
Future Practice Recommendation 2 
Although this study was not originally designed to focus on nontraditional 
students, the discussions with the overwhelming majority of the study participants led the 
researcher to take a long, hard look at their experiences and the college policies and 
procedures that support this population. What emerged was the idea that the college has 
curated a more traditional experience that does not match the expectations and lifestyles 
of the students that come to and matriculate through its programs. Research shows that, 
nationally, over 80% of college students meet at least one of the nontraditional college 
student criteria (Pelletier, 2010) and this was certainly borne out with the participants of 
this study as well. Therefore, rather than expecting students to adjust the ”university 
way,” the researcher proposes that the college make the adjustments to tailor experiences 
to suit its students. This would involve bold, but not unprecedented, ideas around 
embedding student support services directly into the courses they take, rather than being 
offered separately in campus offices; giving students credit for prior work-based learning; 
and hiring faculty who have real-world experience who can provide de facto career 
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advising in the classroom, and give assignments that help students build portfolios that 
can help them secure jobs. 
The barriers to accessing support services should be eliminated. Through 
collaboration and partnership, key functions, such as faculty advising, career services, 
and student affairs, can expand their hours and expand their reach. Liberal arts students 
who work during the day and attend classes at night, after 5:00 p.m., should have similar 
access to academic and faculty advising and career advisement both within the academic 
departments and in the Office of Career Services, as traditional day-time students. To 
facilitate this equalization for this key demographic, the college should create a cabinet-
level dean position in charge of the nontraditional student experience. This position 
would ensure that this key population has access to the services that can ensure their 
success moving forward. Creating a new position at the cabinet level, rather than adding 
this function into the existing deans’ responsibilities, ensures these students have an 
advocate at the cabinet level who can put their issues forward and ensure their voices are 
heard. This combats some students’ feelings of being a “second-class citizen” within the 
greater university population. 
Implementing these ideas would recognize the diversity of the student population 
and equalize the chances of them successfully completing their degree and successfully 
transitioning into the professional world with a solid career portfolio and the skills 
necessary to become fully employed. 
Future Practice Recommendation 3 
The college needs to reframe the career pathway for liberal arts undergraduate 
students. Given the fact that almost half of all undergraduates incorrectly ascribe a 
106 
negative value to discretionary experiential learning, perceiving more cost than benefit to 
their immediate goal of graduation (Guerrero & Rothstein, 2012; Lobene & Meade, 2014; 
Nabi, 2004), the college should employ a marketing campaign to liberal arts 
undergraduates explicitly highlighting the benefits and value of academic internship and 
other experiential learning opportunities. Meeting students where they are, the college 
should consider the type of on-campus and social media marketing to advertise 
experiential learning programs and their respective tools for connecting students with 
potential learning sites. This would serve to make opportunities for internships more 
visible and messages regarding their importance would be more prolific across campus. 
These visible online resources and on-campus promotions would encourage students to 
pursue internship opportunities.  
Bandura (1999) emphasized the role of the organizational environment in 
influencing how people observe and construct expectations. Seeing positive images of the 
internship experience is critical for undergraduates to identify with the prototype of a 
successful college student. Unfortunately, the state of career readiness training in higher 
education today seems to be failing (Cappelli, 2015).  
Undergraduate students require the support of the faculty and staff they encounter 
throughout their undergraduate experience. The college must provide visible support 
structures that endorse student participation in experiential learning. 
Future Practice Recommendation 4 
For students to feel vested in an internship experience, the students should be 
educated and empowered to curate some aspects of the internship experience. Pintrich 
(2003) observed that students who believe they have more personal control of their own 
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learning and behavior are more likely to do well and achieve at a higher level. Students 
perceiving a deeper relevance and personal ownership of their education may pursue 
opportunities to achieve their career aspirations during their undergraduate years. This 
suggests that professors should give students more flexibility in identifying how best to 
demonstrate their learning experiences. In doing so, faculty should consider providing 
students with credit for pursuing internships as part of their course requirements. The 
literature continues to express that students should have more autonomy with selecting 
internship locations, participating in learning objectives, and projects (Perrin, 2014). 
Additionally, the college should consider giving some type of recognition or 
credit for completing multiple internships. Furthermore, providing scholarships/stipends 
for students completing unpaid internships would further equalize the playing field and 
take away the stigma and sense of exploitation that some students reported feeling of 
interns as free labor who get pushed around and taken advantage of.  
Future Practice Recommendation 5 
In an effort to codify what many of the participants characterized as the “luck of 
the draw” in meeting certain advisors and professors, the institution should create a 
formal mentoring program that could give the students the access to advice, support, 
relationships, and networking, which is currently lacking. By taking a more active role in 
providing career-specific mentors, the college would enable students to begin the process 
of professional career exploration earlier in their college careers. The participants in this 
study indicated that having someone who took an interest in their future and helped them 
with advice, support, or even relationships, could ease their transition into a career. By 
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formalizing these methods of finding encouragement, the college could provide real value 
that, in partnership with the formal learning, takes place in the classroom.   
Recommendations for Further Study 
An area for further study would be to thoroughly explore the perspectives of those 
liberal arts graduates who did not complete an internship. Of the 75 graduates who 
responded to the screening survey, 50 of them indicated that they did not complete an 
internship. The survey asked for reasons for this decision, and respondents cited the 
following reasons: 
• Schoolwork was too busy/I wanted to focus on school full-time. 
• I couldn’t fit an internship into my schedule. 
• I had a paying job and needed real income to support myself/my family. 
• I didn’t see the value. It would be a waste of my time. 
• It wasn’t required for my major. 
• I couldn’t find an internship that interested me. 
Various authors have discussed the benefits of experiential learning. As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, the scholarly literature in the field of experiential learning 
suggests the importance of having students engage in an internship. The use of 
internships in student learning is valuable. Internships provide students with real-world 
employment experiences (Cornell et al., 2013). Knowing this, higher education 
institutions have failed to make the investment necessary to realize this potential. An area 
for future study should include investigating the barriers for higher education institutions 
to investing in robust internship/career development programs. 
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It is recommended to conduct a study that will investigate supervisors who work 
with interns and their experiences. College and university officials send students to 
different companies for real-world exposure; however, it is vital to know if those 
internship supervisors have the skills and knowledge to lead, guide, and teach students.  
I recommend a study be conducted on a larger population. Of the participants in 
this study, 52% believed an internship provided them with an advantage in securing 
employment after graduation. There should be a study to learn what affects students’ 
inability to advance in their careers after completing an internship. There should also be 
an investigation into this current study using different methodologies. This was a 
qualitative research study, but perhaps a mixed-methods study would yield more data that 
could increase the ability to generalize the findings and recommendations. A mixed-
method research study would provide additional insight into the individuals by expanding 
on predetermined responses.  
It is recommended to share the study results with the internship site hosts. 
Internship supervisors may be interested in learning what benefits the students are 
receiving at their agency. By sharing the information with the internship supervisor, they 
would learn if the internship had any impact on the students regarding their education and 
career growth. It is also recommended to locate students who did not participate in an 
internship and compare their career development experience with those who participated 
in an internship.  
Finally, it is recommended that a study be conducted in a setting where more male 
responses could be gathered. These recommendations are linked to this study’s 
implications for social change.  
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Conclusion 
Underemployment among college graduates continues to rise across the United 
States, and its implications to higher education and society warrant a reconstruction of the 
traditional career development model employed in institutions throughout the country. 
This current study provided a candid and thorough review of liberal arts graduate 
perceptions of the effect of internships on employability from a medium-sized, urban, 
public, liberal arts college. Despite the many accolades in student experience, graduation, 
and retention, the college still struggles in preparing its students for gainful employment 
after graduation. 
This framework is expected to help close the knowledge, motivational, and 
organizational gaps that continue to prevent liberal arts graduates from having sufficient 
career development experience before graduating from their undergraduate programs. 
Improvements on graduates’ employment outcomes, which is expected as a result of the 
recommendations outlined in this study, would impact the quality of life for each 
graduating student, but improvement could also yield significant gains for the institution 
by way of alumni contributions and an increase in other related university outcomes, 
including graduation rates and a greater local impact on graduates for decades to come. 
While this research provided further clarity upon the college-to-career transition 
and, specifically, the influence of internships upon this process, it should be noted that 
this research is in no way a panacea for college graduates to entirely avoid 
underemployment. The transition from academia to professional life does not occur in a 
vacuum and there is a multitude of other impactful factors that may be influential. Woest 
(2006) noted a lack of a “silver bullet” (p. 136) in improving all aspects of employment 
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outcomes, in that the antecedents of one career outcome were different from others. 
Woest (2006) posited that, “The precursors of finding a job quickly, . . . are not the same 
things that lead to a higher salary and higher performance evaluations. Similarly, the 
antecedents of higher salary are not, for the most part, associated with job satisfaction” 
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Invitation to Participate in the Study  
 
Dear (Name),  
 
I write to tell you about a study that is about to be conducted and for which you may be 
eligible to participate. The name of the study is “A Phenomenological Study on Liberal Arts 
Graduate Employability:The Relationship Between Baccalaureate Internships and Graduate 
Underemployment”  
 
The study is being conducted as part of my Doctoral research involving liberal arts graduates 
at York College and the reasons for their successful academic persistence. The study has 
been approved by the IRB’s at St. John Fisher College (where my Ed.D. in Leadership 
studies are conducted) and York College. You were selected through a purposive sample, 
because you meet the criteria for prospective participants. The criteria for this study are the 
following:  
 
1.   Graduated with a bachelor’s degree within the last 3 years (2017, 2018, 2019) 
2.   Majored in one of the liberal arts (the arts, humanities, languages, social sciences, and 
physical sciences) 
3.   Self identify as underemployed 
4.   Participated in a baccalaureate internship experience 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship of baccalaureate practice-based 
learning, in the form of internships, with liberal arts college graduate underemployment. 
If you are interested in learning more about this study, please review the attached recruitment 
flyer. You can also contact me at __________.  
 
It is important to know that this letter is not to tell you to join this study. It is your decision. 
Your participation is voluntary. Whether or not you participate in this study will have no 
effect on your relationship with York College. You do not have to respond if you are not 
interested in this study. If you do not respond, no one will contact you. If you decide to 
participate, please call the above phone number or email me at ______________________. 
You will then be sent a letter confirming your participation, giving you the date, place and 
time of the study.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. We look forward to hearing from you.  
 
Sincerely,  
Ebonie N. Jackson 





St. John Fisher College Institutional Review Board 
  
Statement of Informed Consent for Adult Participants 
A Phenomenological Study on Liberal Arts Graduate Employability: The 
Relationship Between Baccalaureate Internships and Graduate Underemployment 
 
SUMMARY OF KEY INFORMATION: 
 
• You are being asked to be in a research study of liberal arts graduate employability. As 
with all research studies, participation is voluntary.  
• The purpose of this study is The purpose of this study is to examine the 
relationship of baccalaureate practice-based learning, in the form of 
internships, with liberal arts college graduate underemployment. More 
specifically, the researcher is interested in whether participation in an 
internship is a moderating factor for graduates’ employability. 
• Approximately 15-24 people will take part in this study. The results will be used to add 
evidence to the theoretical framework of experiential learning. This study’s significance 
will contribute to the practice of higher education and career development or career 
planning of students. 
• All participants must fill out an online survey to see if they meet the study criteria. 
• If you meet the criteria and agree to take part in this study, you will be involved in this 
study for approximately 45 to 60 minutes for a focus group or 90 minutes for an in-depth 
interview 
• If you decide to participate, you will be asked to engage in a focus group or in-depth 
interview to speak about your experiences and perceptions as an undergraduate liberal arts 
student and your transition to post graduate employment. All focus groups and interviews 
will take place online via Zoom.  
• We believe this study has no more than minimal risk. However, we do ask participants to 
sit for full length of the session (45-90 minutes). 
• You may not directly benefit from this research; however, we hope that your participation 
in the study will add evidence to the theoretical framework of experiential learning. This 
study’s significance will contribute to the practice of higher education and career 
development or career planning of students. 
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DETAILED STUDY INFORMATION (some information may be repeated from 
the summary above): 
You are being asked to be in a research study of liberal arts graduate employability. This 
study is being conducted at York College in a large private room. This study is being 
conducted by: Ebonie Jackson. Supervised by Dr. Josephine Moffett in the Ed.D. Executive 
Leadership Program at St. John Fisher College. 
You were selected as a possible participant because you graduated from York College in the 
last three years with a liberal arts degree and had an internship as an undergraduate student. 




If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do the following:  
Fill out an online survey to see if you meet the study criteria 
If you meet the study criteria, you must participate in EITHER one (1) focus group lasting 
approximately 45 to 60 minutes OR one (1) in depth interview lasting approximately 90 
minutes  
Share your thoughts on: 
• your internship experience as an undergraduate student 
• your experience with interacting with the office of career services 
• your experience in transitioning to a career 
• your experience with underemployment  
 
Audio and video recording will be used to ensure the accuracy of all transcriptions. If you do 
not consent to be recorded you will be excused and cannot participate in the study. If you do 




You will receive compensation/incentive. Participants will be provided with a $25.00 digital 
Visa gift card 24 – 48 hours after the completion of the focus group or interview. Even if a 
participant ends participation early and does not complete the focus group or interview they 
are still eligible to receive the gift card.  
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: 
The records of this study will be kept private and your confidentiality will be 
protected. In any sort of report the researcher(s) might publish, no identifying 
information will be included. Please be advised that although the researchers will take 
every precaution to maintain confidentiality of the data, the nature of focus groups 
prevents the researchers from guaranteeing confidentiality. The researchers would 
like to remind participants to respect the privacy of your fellow participants and not 
repeat what is said in the focus group to others. The only exception to maintaining 
confidentiality would be if you indicate that there is immediate and serious danger to 
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the health or physical safety of yourself or others. In that case, a professional may 
have to be contacted. We would always talk to you about this first. 
 
Identifiable research records will be stored securely and only the researcher(s) will have 
access to the records. All data will be kept in a password protected file on a password 
protected computer. Paper documents will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the Office of 
Enrollment Management & Student Affairs by the investigator(s). All study records with 
identifiable information, including approved IRB documents, tapes, transcripts, and consent 
forms, will be destroyed by shredding and/or deleting after 3 years. 
 The sessions will be recorded and only the researcher will have access to them. Recordings 
will be stored in a an encrypted and password protected file. Files will be deleted/ destroyed 
after 3 years.   
 
 The data collected in this study as well as the results of the research can be used for 
scientific purposes and may be published (in ways that will not reveal who you are). An 
anonymized version of the data from this study may be made publicly accessible, for 
example via the Open Science Framework (osf.io), without obtaining additional written 
consent. The anonymized data can be used for re-analysis but also for additional analyses, by 
the same or other researchers. The purpose and scope of this secondary use is not 
foreseeable. Any personal information that could directly identify an individual will be 
removed before data and results are made public. Personal information will be protected 
closely so no one will be able to connect individual responses and any other information that 
identifies an individual. All personally identifying information collected about an individual 
will be stored separately from all other data. 
 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY: 
Participation in this study is voluntary and requires your informed consent. Your decision 
whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with St. John 
Fisher College  or York College . If you decide to participate, you are free to skip any 
question that is asked. You may also withdraw from this study at any time without penalty. 
 
 
CONTACTS, REFERRALS AND QUESTIONS: 
The researchers(s) conducting this study: Ebonie Jackson. If you have questions, you are 
encouraged to contact the researcher(s) at  ____________, _______@sjfc.edu. The 
researcher is supervised by Dr. Josephine Moffett: ____________, ________@sjfc.edu.  
 
The Institutional Review Board of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this project.  For any 
concerns regarding this study/or if you feel that your rights as a participant (or the rights of 
another participant) have been violated or caused you undue distress (physical or emotional 
distress), please contact the SJFC IRB administrator by phone during normal business hours 
at (585) 385-8012 or  irb@sjfc.edu.  
 
If you experience physical or emotional distress, please seek out an appropriate healthcare 
provider or agency. 
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STATEMENT OF CONSENT: 
 
I am 18 years of age or older. I have read and understood the above information. I consent 
to voluntarily participate in the study.  
 
Signature:__________________________________________ Date: _________________ 
 
Signature of Investigator:_____________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
I agree to be audio recorded/ transcribed  ____ Yes ____No  
If no, I understand that the researcher will excuse me and I cannot participate in the study.   
 
Signature:_______________________________________________ Date: ________ 
 
I agree to be video recorded  ____ Yes ____No 
If no, I understand that I can still participate in the study.   
 






Appendix D  
Letter to Participants of Research Study – Focus Group 
 
Dear (Student name),  
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in my dissertation study: “A Phenomenological 
Study on Liberal Arts Graduate Employability: The Relationship Between Baccalaureate 
Internships and Graduate Underemployment” I will be contacting you soon to inform you of 
the date/time/place of the focus group. In our discussion, I hope to focus on your experience 
as a student who had an internship as an undergraduate and how that may have contributed to 
your employability after graduation; particularly as it relates to underemployment. 
 
 
The format of the discussion will be a focus group with 5-8 participants that will take place 
online via Zoom Meetings. The conversation will be guided by questions I have prepared, but 
there will be time to allow for responses and discussion with others that have been selected to 
the focus group.  
 
I expect our discussion to last approximately forty-five to sixty minutes. My graduate 
assistant will be conducting the focus group and I will be taking notes. We will also be using 
the audio and visual recording feature within Zoom. In order to maintain privacy, I ask that 
you situate yourself in a room by yourself so that no portion of the conversation can be 
overheard by others. The focus group will be transcribed, analyzed and coded along with 
interviews from the other focus groups. All recordings and transcriptions will be kept in a 
secure location to protect your privacy. After the study is completed, the resulting 
dissertation report will keep all participants confidential; no remarks you make will be 
attributed to you.  
 
If at any point during the focus group you decide to end your participation, your input will be 
noted and your involvement with the study completed. However, I believe that our discussion 
will prove enlightening and the informal exchange will allow for a free-flowing conversation 
that will be more collegial than formal. You have been given an Informed Consent Form that 
described the risks and benefits of participating in this study. We will file the completed form 
along with the transcriptions of the study.  
 
In conclusion, I want to assure you that I plan to complete my dissertation study by August 
2020 and if you are interested in a copy of the report, I will be happy to give it to you. Thank 
you for agreeing to contribute my research and I look forward to your participation.  
 
Sincerely,  
Ms. Ebonie N. Jackson 
Doctoral Candidate  
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Appendix E  
Letter to Participants of Research Study – In-Depth Interview 
 
Dear (Student name),  
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in my dissertation study: “A Phenomenological 
Study on Liberal Arts Graduate Employability: The Relationship Between Baccalaureate 
Internships and Graduate Underemployment” I will be contacting you soon to inform you of 
the date/time/place of the focus group. In our discussion, I hope to focus on your experience 
as a student who had an internship as an undergraduate and how that may have contributed to 
your employability after graduation; particularly as it relates to underemployment. 
 
 
The format of the discussion will be a one on one in depth interview that will take place 
online via Zoom Meetings. The conversation will be guided by questions I have prepared, but 
there will be time to allow for responses and discussion with others that have been selected to 
the focus group.  
 
I expect our discussion to last approximately ninety minutes in total. I will be taking notes 
with the help of my college assistant and we will also be using the audio and visual recording 
feature within Zoom. In order to maintain privacy, I ask that you situate yourself in a room 
by yourself so that no portion of the conversation can be overheard by others. The interview 
will be transcribed, analyzed and coded along with interviews from the other focus groups. 
All recordings and transcriptions will be kept in a secure location to protect your privacy. 
After the study is completed, the resulting dissertation report will keep all participants 
confidential; no remarks you make will be attributed to you.  
 
If at any point during the interview you decide to end your participation, your input will be 
noted and your involvement with the study completed. However, I believe that our discussion 
will prove enlightening and the informal exchange will allow for a free-flowing conversation 
that will be more collegial than formal. You have been given an Informed Consent Form that 
described the risks and benefits of participating in this study. We will file the completed form 
along with the transcriptions of the study. 
 
In conclusion, I want to assure you that I plan to complete my dissertation study by August 
2020 and if you are interested in a copy of the report, I will be happy to give it to you. Thank 
you for agreeing to contribute my research and I look forward to your participation.  
 
Sincerely,  
Ms. Ebonie N. Jackson 





One-on-One Interview Protocol Sheet 
INTRODUCTION 
Hello ! My name is Ebonie Jackson and I’m a doctoral candidate in the St. John Fisher 
Ed.D. in Executive Leadership Program.  Thank you for taking the time to talk with me 
today.  
 
I’m here to hear about liberal arts graduate employability. There are no right or wrong 
answers, or desirable or undesirable answers. I would like you to feel comfortable saying 
what you really think and how you really feel.  
 
I will be audio and video recording our conversation since it is hard for me to write down 
everything while simultaneously carrying an attentive conversation with you. Everything 
you say will remain confidential, meaning that only I will be aware of your answers. The 
purpose of that is only so I know whom to contact should I have further follow up 
questions after this discussion. 
 
OVERVIEW 
Again, I’d like to thank you once again for being willing to participate in the interview 
aspect of the study. As I have mentioned to you before, the study seeks to understand the 
phenomenon of the underemployed college graduate. The study also seeks to understand 
liberal arts graduates’ perspectives on the effect their undergraduate internship may have 
on underemployment post-graduation. I want to learn from your firsthand accounts about 





You will receive compensation at the close of the interview. Participants will be provided 
with a $15.00 digital Visa gift card that will be sent to the email address you provided on 
the online questionnaire you previously completed. 
 
TAPE RECORDER INSTRUCTIONS 
Our session today will last approximately ninety minutes to one hour during which I will 
be asking you about your experiences and perceptions as an undergraduate liberal arts 
student and your transition to post graduate employment. Previously, you completed a 
consent form indicating that I have your permission to audio record our conversation. Are 
you still ok with audio and video recording our conversation today? ___Yes ___No  
 
If yes: Thank you! 
If no: Thank you for letting me know. You can still participate without the video 
recording but if you do not consent to audio recording you will be excused from the 
group.  
 
Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? [Discuss questions] If any 
questions arise at any point in this session, you can feel free to ask them at any time. I 
would be more than happy to answer your questions. 
 
[TURN RECORDING DEVICE ON.] 
 
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY 
Before we get started, I want to reiterate that participation in this study is voluntary and 
requires your informed consent. Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with St. John Fisher College or York College . If 
you decide to participate, you are free to skip any question that is asked. You may also 






There are no right or wrong answers, only differing points of view. I’m tape recording 
and we're on a first name basis. I ask that you situate yourself in a room by yourself so 
that the conversation can remain private. I ask that your turn off your phone - if you 
cannot and if you must respond to a call, please step out and do so as quietly as possible 
and rejoin me as quickly as you can. My role as interviewer will be to guide the 
discussion. Now let’s begin with our discussion questions: 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
1. Can you describe your experiences with finding a job since graduation?  
2. Why did you choose to do an internship as part of your undergraduate 
experience? 
3. What skills did you gain during your internship? 
4. In what ways did your internship help you prepare for your career? 
5. Did you know that there is a formal plan at the college that would help you 
transition from being a student to become a professional? 
6. What information did you receive while you were an undergraduate student at 
the college about jobs/ career opportunities after graduation? 
7. Describe your relationship with your faculty advisor at the college as a 
student. Did you get connections/ advice from faculty/staff at the college 
during your full time job search? 
8. How prepared did you feel you were for a job after graduation? Extremely 
prepared, somewhat prepared, not very prepared, not at all prepared? 
9. Did you visit the office of career services while you were an undergraduate 
student? If yes, how many times (between 1-3, between 4-7, between 8-10, 
over 10 times)? 
10. If you visited the Office of Career Services. Which services did you use? 
(handshake, resume writing, interview skills, career counseling, business 
writing, communication skills, job search databases, etc.) 
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11. Did you use any online websites (indeed.com, LinkedIn.com, etc.) for your 
job search at the end of your undergraduate schooling? Who made you aware 
of LinkedIn? Did you receive help designing your profile from Career 
Services at the college 
 
[Additional questions will be added based on themes that emerged 




1. Of all the things we discussed, what to you is the most important? 
2. Have we missed anything? 
 
DEBRIEFING (READ ALL OF THE FOLLOWING ALOUD)  
Thank you very much for participating this morning (afternoon). Your time is very much 
appreciated and your comments have been very helpful. The purpose of this interview is to 
explore the experience of liberal arts college graduates from an urban college setting with 
underemployment and determine the effect (if any) of baccalaureate internships on 
employability via the underemployment rate. You may not directly benefit from this 
research; however, I hope that your participation in the study will add evidence to the 
theoretical framework of experiential learning. This study’s significance will contribute to 
the practice of higher education and career development or career planning of students. You 
will be kept confidential during all phases of this study including any experimental writings, 
published or not. Procedures for maintaining confidentiality are as follows: (1) individual 
participants’ results will be pooled with group results; and (2) Pseudonyms will be used 
when referring to direct quotes  
 
Is there any other information regarding your experience during this interview that you think 
would be useful for me to know?  
 
Again, thank you for participating.  
[TURN RECORDER OFF] 
